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Abstract 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to Working with Life Stories 
Author:  Ian Jasper, PhD. Candidate, Canterbury Christchurch University 
 
Working with an approach to the interpretation and analysis of life stories based 
in the Marxist tradition this study looks at the lives of six teachers of literacy to 
adults who live and work on The Isle of Thanet in Kent.  The study reviews points 
of divergence between postmodern theories based within a narrative 
constructionist approach to the interpretation of life stories and a Marxist 
approach. A case is made for a Marxist approach to life story work being both 
valid and informative.  The first part of the study looks at considerations of 
methodology as these affect life story work in general and Marxist life story work 
iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ. “oŵe ǁoƌk fƌoŵ Goethe aŶd BalzaĐ is pƌeseŶted to shoǁ hoǁ Maƌǆ͛s 
own scientific worldview grew out of wider artistic and scientific traditions 
beyond those with which it is usually associated.  Attention is drawn to the 
relationship between Marxism and humanism and how both can be brought 
together to provide a fertile and humane form of social science. The life stories of 
the six teachers are presented in a form agreed to by those whose stories are told. 
Three themes emerging from the stories are selected by the researcher for further 
investigation. These themes are class and identity, managerialism, and place.  
Each of these three themes is analysed to show the relationship of the six life 
stories to Marxism. On this basis the argument is then put forward that Marxism 
itself  has an important contribution to make to the academic study of life stories. 
This final argument forms the substance of the concluding chapter. 
Keywords: life stories, Marxism, postmodernism, class and identity, 
managerialism, place. 
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In Broken Images 
He is quick, thinking in clear images;  
I am slow, thinking in broken images.  
 
He becomes dull, trusting to his clear images;  
I become sharp, mistrusting my broken images.  
 
Trusting his images, he assumes their relevance;  
Mistrusting my images, I question their relevance.  
 
Assuming their relevance, he assumes the fact;  
Questioning their relevance, I question the fact.  
 
When the fact fails him, he questions his senses;  
When the fact fails me, I approve my senses.  
 
He continues quick and dull in his clear images;  
I continue slow and sharp in my broken images.  
 
He in a new confusion of his understanding;  
I in a new understanding of my confusion.  
Robert Graves 
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Introduction: In Broken Images  
 
 
How can Marxism and life story work be brought together? 
 
It might be a surprise to discover that Karl Marx, a man possessed of tremendous self-
ďelief, had as a peƌsoŶal ŵotto ͚De oŵŶiďus duďitaŶduŵ͛ ;͚You ŵust haǀe douďts aďout 
eǀeƌǇthiŶg͛Ϳ. It is oŶlǇ logiĐal that douďt is alŵost ŶeĐessaƌilǇ a pƌeĐoŶditioŶ of the 
deǀelopŵeŶt of uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg. This is the Đlaiŵ ŵade ďǇ ‘oďeƌt Gƌaǀes iŶ the poeŵ ͚IŶ 
BƌokeŶ Iŵages͛. Whilst Ŷot ŵakiŶg a Đlaiŵ to the appaƌeŶt ǁisdoŵ possessed ďǇ the ͚I͛ 
iŶ Gƌaǀes͛ poeŵ, the ƌoute ďǇ ǁhiĐh that ͚I͛ pƌoĐeeds is, I hope, siŵilaƌ to ŵǇ own.  Such 
progress as I have made in my own thinking on the issues raised in this thesis have come 
aďout pƌiŵaƌilǇ ďeĐause the ͚ƌeseaƌĐh͛ pƌoĐess led ŵe to ͚douďt eǀeƌǇthiŶg͛ iŶ a ǁaǇ 
which I feel has been constructive.  
 
At the centre of this thesis there are six life stories collected from literacy teachers who 
have spent a considerable part of their lives working in or near to the Isle of Thanet in 
Kent. Four of these teachers have lived and worked there all their lives.  Two have only 
worked in Thanet for a few years, though in both of these cases the women involved 
have had significant contact with Thanet for all of their lives.  
 
The people whose life stories follow are all aged between forty and sixty years old. The 
stories were collected and put together over a five year period between 2008 and 2013. 
These life stories were questioned, reflected on, and written about until the mode of 
understanding upon which this thesis is based emerged.  This thesis is about how these 
life stories might be comprehended.   
 
Sometimes it is argued that life story work is inevitably auto/biographical (Stanley, 
1992). There are many reasons to agree with this proposition. One important reason in 
the case of this thesis is that in the process of its production I have had the opportunity, 
and need to reflect upon, and revise how I think about my own life and especially my 
relationship towards the body of thought and action which is inescapably and clumsily 
ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛. OŶe ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk, aŶd iŶdeed aŶǇ ƌeallǇ 
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transformational learning experience, is inevitably auto/biographical is that it obliges 
those who undertake it to reconsider their own life story. 
 
There is absolutely no disrespect attached to saying that life stories must be questioned, 
quite the reverse. I have no doubt that the stories I have been told and which this 
project is based on have been told in perfectly good faith. The ǀeƌaĐitǇ of a peƌsoŶ͛s 
story cannot be established through its immediate acceptance, it emerges under 
interrogation. This interrogation must be based upon care and respect but it must be 
scrupulous. One reason for the required depth of interrogation is because much the 
greater part of the wealth a life story offers is latent. Later in this thesis a life story of 
Paul Beer is told. Paul recounts how in a Further Education college a lecturer who taught 
front of house restaurant management lost his hair as a result of ill health. He was 
obliged by the college managers and despite his own unwillingness, to work in the 
restaurant wearing a wig. All involved were aware of the desperate inadequacy of the 
wig. Today, some twenty years later, chefs in Thanet still recount the story with evident 
eŵďaƌƌassŵeŶt. IŶ tǁo Đases Đhefs ǁho haǀe Đoƌƌoďoƌated Paul Beeƌ͛s ƌepoƌt haǀe 
pointed out that the wig looked awful and have finished their account with the question 
͚WhǇ did theǇ do that?͛ WhǇ iŶdeed?  TƌǇiŶg to grasp the meaning of this event involves 
us in consideration of such things as power, fissiparous social and cultural values, 
peƌĐeptioŶs of health aŶd ͚aesthetiĐs͛, huŵaŶ eŵpathǇ  aŶd iŶ ĐeƌtaiŶ ĐoŶteǆts, its 
paucity. 
 
From the very start of this project just after my first interview with Hannah Cooper on a 
cold Friday afternoon in February five years ago, I felt a sense of responsibility emerging 
because of the importance to my interviewees of the stories I was being told. The 
researcher in this form of ƌeseaƌĐh ĐolleĐts the stoƌǇ of people͛s liǀes. Theƌe is 
inescapably an expectation that people will be prepared to share what can only be some 
of their most valued and intimate possessions.  
 
Hannah began her story by asking me why I wanted her life story as it ǁas ͚pƌettǇ ďoƌiŶg 
ƌeallǇ͛, she also told ŵe that she didŶ͛t ͚ƌeallǇ haǀe aŶǇthiŶg to saǇ͛. Afteƌ the fiƌst 
interview with Hannah I walked along Margate sea front, by now it was dark and the 
town had an indistinct menace. Inside I felt privileged that Hannah had told me her 
story. With such privilege comes responsibility.  
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In all the interviews there were points when those telling their stories stopped to 
consider what they were saying, pausing for thought, or mentally replaying what had 
been said in order that they themselves might better understand its meaning. All stories 
must involve the communication of meanings. The sequencing of events appears as the 
first characteristic of the story, but even this immediate temporal arrangement is itself 
inseparable from the giving of meaning to what has happened. It was also apparent that 
in almost all, if not every single case, the storytellers were telling their stories for the 
first time.  
 
As the project developed the problem of meaning, along with many others took on a 
Ŷeǁ tǇpe of salieŶĐe. PƌofessioŶallǇ aŶd aĐadeŵiĐallǇ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ had ďeeŶ oŶe of the 
͚thiŶgs͛ of ǁhiĐh I ǁas eǆpeĐted to haǀe kŶoǁledge. Life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk ǁas to iŶǀolǀe ŵe iŶ 
the appƌeĐiatioŶ that ŵǇ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛, aloŶg ǁith a lot more besides, 
Ŷeeded to deǀelop aloŶg the path ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ desĐƌiďes as pƌoĐeediŶg fƌoŵ ͚the 
aďstƌaĐt to the ĐoŶĐƌete͛. I had uŶdeƌstood ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ the teƌŵs used ďǇ liŶguistiĐs, iŶ 
ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith the life stoƌies I Ŷeeded to see ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ Ŷot oŶlǇ iŶ these terms but also 
as soŵethiŶg faƌ ŵoƌe ǀiǀid. ͚MeaŶiŶg͛ to ďe uŶdeƌstood ŵoƌe ĐoŶĐƌetelǇ had to ďe 
appƌeheŶded as it ƌelated to people͛s liǀes, theiƌ ƌelatioŶships to otheƌs aŶd ǁhat ŵight 
be called their cultural and historical circumstances.    
 
In the immediate aftermath of the first interview with Hannah I felt that part of my task 
as a life story researcher was to demonstrate how life stories such as hers, if handled 
sensitively, could never be boring. Lives like hers might be untidy, and in some senses 
͚eǀeƌǇdaǇ͛ ďut theǇ ǁeƌe also peƌfeĐtlǇ foƌŵed uŶiƋue ͚uŶits of aŶalǇsis͛ fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh a 
much wider history can be created. Although Hannah would be surprised to find her life 
described in such terms, there was a real sense her life embodied and therefore gave life 
to this wider history. I feel the same way about all the stories I have been told. When I 
saǇ I aŵ ͚ƋuestioŶiŶg theiƌ ƌeleǀaŶĐe͛, I am referring to the process of trying to 
understand the meaning of these stories, not doubting the sincerity of those who have 
shared them with me.  
 
In many places in this thesis I will refer to the dialectical relationship between the 
processes of writing, and the clarification of thinking. Sometimes when thought is 
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materialised on paper the result is disappointing; what seemed like a new and important 
idea is revealed in black and white as common place or even embarrassingly trivial. 
Occasionally this sequence happens in reverse. A re-reading of what seemed 
unremarkable when first typed brings to light a matter which holds some promise.  In 
the case of this thesis it was quite late in the process of putting it all together that I 
realised just how in one way or another most of what I wanted to say was concerned 
ǁith aŶ eǆploƌatioŶ of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛. This took tǁo ŵaiŶ foƌŵs.   
 
The fiƌst foƌŵ iŶ ǁhiĐh the thƌead of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ ǁeaǀes its ǁaǇ thƌough this pƌojeĐt ŵaǇ 
be described as epistemological or ontological. Here the problem was to try and develop 
what, with reservations, will be called a Marxist approach to life story work. 
 
In most approaches to life story work and narrative approaches in general there is a 
teŶdeŶĐǇ foƌ ƌeseaƌĐheƌs aŶd ǁƌiteƌs to pƌoŵote ǁhat ŵaŶǇ ƌefeƌ to as ͚suďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ 
oǀeƌ ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛. IŶ tuƌŶ this leads to the pƌopositioŶ ĐoŶtaiŶed iŶ the title of BƌuŶeƌ͛s 
seŵiŶal essaǇ ͚The Naƌƌatiǀe CoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of ‘ealitǇ͛ ;BƌuŶeƌ, 1991). Interpreted at its 
stƌoŶgest this ŵight ŵeaŶ that ͚ƌealitǇ͛ is ǁhollǇ ĐoŶstƌuĐted ďǇ, aŶd has Ŷo eǆisteŶĐe 
outside of, huŵaŶ ͚Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛.  These eǆtƌeŵe ƌelatiǀist positioŶs aƌe stated ƌaƌelǇ, ŵost 
people shǇ aǁaǇ fƌoŵ the outeƌ ƌeaĐhes of ͚soĐial ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶisŵ͛ ǁheƌe eǀeƌǇthiŶg, 
even such common or garden objects as furniture (Edwards et.al., 1995), are seen as 
being created by discourse.  Yet if relativist arguments are not usually taken to an 
extreme conclusion, it is nevertheless quite possible to argue that the logical 
deǀelopŵeŶt of ŵoƌe ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ ideas ǁhiĐh hold positioŶs suĐh as ͚eǀeƌǇthiŶg is 
Đultuƌal͛ teŶd in essence toward the type of argument put forward by Edwards et.al. The 
ĐeŶtƌal aƌguŵeŶt of suĐh fuŶdaŵeŶtalist ͚soĐial ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶisŵ͛ holds that ͚ƌealitǇ ĐaŶ 
only  ever be reality-as-known, and therefore, however counterintuitive it may seem, 
produced ďǇ, Ŷot pƌioƌ to, iŶƋuiƌǇ͛ ;Edǁaƌds et.al., 1995, p.39).  
 
IŶ aƌguŵeŶts suĐh as these ǁhat is deŶied is the possiďilitǇ that ͚ƌealitǇ-as-kŶoǁŶ͛ is 
soŵe tǇpe of ƌefleĐtioŶ of a ͚ƌeal ǁoƌld͛ eǆistiŶg iŶdepeŶdeŶtlǇ outside of disĐouƌse, 
instead it is argued that everything which most people take to be of the really existing 
world is a social construction. It will be argued later that this social constructivist type of 
position is fairly ubiquitous in life story work even though most of those involved in such 
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projects would (unlike Edwards, et.al.,1995) recoil from the consequences of the logical 
development of their positions.  
 
A Marxist approaching life story work and trying to get to grips with the problem of how 
aŶd ǁhǇ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ eǆists iŶ suĐh stoƌies is faced by a number of problems. Marxism is a 
materialist world view. It holds that a material world exists outside of consciousness, 
and is the final determinant of the world of thinking. It must be stated clearly that this is 
not at all a denial of the existence of a very real world of thought. 
 
That the material determines is the fundamental and axiomatic argument of all forms of 
materialism. Such a starting point gives rise to very important problems, especially when 
statements of materialist principle are interpreted dogmatically or mechanically 
whether by those who consider themselves to be Marxists, or by those opposed to 
Marxism. 
 
The fundamental principle of materialism holds that matter is the primary determinant 
of consciousness, but this does not mean at all that consciousness has no role in the 
construction of the social world in which we live. In some mechanistic interpretations of 
materialism and Marxism the assumption is made that all things existing in the social 
world of human consciousness can only be more or less direct and immediate reflections 
of the material world. In the dialectical and materialist philosophy which Marx himself 
developed, the material world is indeed the final determinant of the social world of 
consciousness but this relationship cannot be understood if it is taken as direct and 
immediate. Such a mechanically materialist approach to life story work will not get very 
far.  Even the most cursory attempt to understand a life story soon throws up plenty of 
material which defies any type of direct and immediate materialist interpretation.  
 
Several thinkers have been especially important in helping me to develop what I see as a 
Marxist approach to life story work. In this introduction special mention will be made of 
two; Edward Palmer Thompson and Evald Vassilievich Ilyenkov. It is sad to reflect that 
their names have probably never before appeared together in such close proximity. 
Theƌe is a stƌoŶg Đase foƌ aƌguiŶg that ThoŵpsoŶ͛s appƌoaĐh to the studǇ aŶd 
iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of histoƌǇ aŶd IlǇeŶkoǀ͛s to philosophǇ haǀe iŵpoƌtaŶt ideas in common. 
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Throughout his work Thompson developed an approach to the study of history which 
whilst being materialist sought to understand and give proper attention to the role of 
such things as culture and tradition within historical investigations. For Thompson it was 
the interplay of culture and what might be called tradition with the developing material 
conditions of society which gave rise to the richness and variation within historical 
development. Thompson put forward a materialist interpretatioŶ of ͚Đlass͛ ǁhiĐh 
ƌejeĐted the idea of it ďeiŶg a ͚thiŶg͛. Foƌ ThoŵpsoŶ Đlass eǆisted as a ƌelatioŶship aŶd: 
 
Like any other relationship, it is a fluency which evades analysis if we 
attempt to stop it dead at any given moment and anatomise its structure. 
The finest meshed sociological net cannot give us a pure specimen of 
class, any more than it can give us one of deference or of love. The 
relationship must always be embodied in real people and in a real 
context. (Thompson, 1963, p.9) 
 
It ǁas this ͚ƌeal ĐoŶteǆt͛ of ͚ƌeal people͛ that ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ThoŵpsoŶ iŶ his histoƌiĐal aŶd 
political writings.  If classes were not to be seen as an empty abstraction they had to be 
embodied in the culture and relationships of real people. The reverse must also be true, 
and is essentially important for this project. That is to say that the study of real lives of 
real people in real contexts will also lead us to an understanding of class which those 
lives embody. 
 
IŶ the half ĐeŶtuƌǇ siŶĐe ThoŵpsoŶ ;ϭϵϲϯͿ ǁƌote ͚The ŵakiŶg of the English Working 
Class͛ theƌe haǀe aƌiseŶ aŶd deǀeloped tƌeŶds ǁhiĐh haǀe ŵade Đultuƌe aŶd disĐouƌse 
themselves into absolutes. The remarks quoted above by Jerome Bruner are an 
example, and most certainly not one of the most outré, of this trend. Lest the 
impression be given that Thompson, in placing such emphasis on culture, was distancing 
himself from a materialist approach to history and class it is worth quoting a sentence a 
little later in the same introduction where he points out that that although class is a 
͚ƌelatioŶship͛ eŵďodied iŶ Đultuƌe aŶd eǆpeƌieŶĐe it is still itself ƌooted iŶ the ŵateƌial 
ǁoƌld. As ThoŵpsoŶ saǇs ͚The Đlass eǆpeƌieŶĐe is laƌgelǇ deteƌŵiŶed ďǇ the pƌoduĐtiǀe 
relations into which men are born-oƌ eŶteƌ iŶǀoluŶtaƌilǇ͛ ;Thoŵpson, 1963, p.9). 
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Evald Ilyenkov (1960, 1977) approaching a similar set of problems to those which 
concerned Thompson, though from the perspective of philosophy rather than history, 
deǀeloped a ǀieǁ ǁhiĐh saǁ ͚the ideal͛ oƌ the ͚Đultuƌal͛ as soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh could be 
understood as exercising a material force. As with Thompson, Ilyenkov was concerned 
with arguing against a mechanical tendency within what were then dominant trends of 
Maƌǆist thought. IlǇeŶkoǀ ǁas thƌoughout his ǁoƌk ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ aŶd 
the ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ aŶd hoǁ these stood iŶ ƌelatioŶship ǁith eaĐh otheƌ.  IlǇeŶkoǀ ǁas also 
concerned to show that the abstract and the concrete exist not only in opposition to 
each other but also in a dialectical unity. This is a problem which is related to that which 
concerned Thompson.  Later in this project it will be argued that life story work presents 
a ǀeƌǇ pƌoduĐtiǀe field foƌ ďƌiŶgiŶg togetheƌ the ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ aŶd the ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ iŶ a ǁaǇ 
that is ŵateƌialist aŶd dialeĐtiĐal aŶd theƌefoƌe ͚Maƌǆist͛. 
 
There has not, as far as I know, ever been an attempt to bring together life story work 
and Marxism though it is certainly the case that some researchers in both areas have 
been sympathetic to the possibilities.   I will argue that there is a rich theoretical 
background which can give life story work a sound philosophical underpinning within a 
Marxist tradition.  
 
It will be argued that linked to the rise of theoretical perspectives broadly described as 
͚postŵodeƌŶist͛ a ǀeƌǇ Ŷaƌƌoǁ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of Maƌǆism has come to predominate in 
academic and left wing circles in Britain and more widely. Sometimes this narrow 
perspective is put forward by those who see themselves as working within a Marxist 
tradition. It is more often the case that the mechanical interpretation of Marxism and 
therefore its intrinsic and inevitable shortcomings are based on what we might call a 
͚post Maƌǆist͛ pƌeseŶtatioŶ of Maƌǆ.  
 
In the decades following 1968 it became increasingly fashionable to argue for one or 
aŶotheƌ tǇpe of ͚post-ŵaƌǆisŵ͛. BǇ the ŵid ŶiŶeteeŶ ŶiŶeties Maƌǆists ǁho ďelieǀed that 
the fundamental precepts of their world view did not need to be radically revised or 
better still abandoned were everywhere on the back foot.  Within much academic 
discussion there was an assuŵptioŶ that Maƌǆisŵ had ďeeŶ ͚disĐƌedited͛. The post-
marxists all too often did not really try to understand how the world view they claimed 
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to be developing might be used constructively but instead set out to destroy a 
caricature.  
 
It is this caricatuƌe of ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛ ǁhiĐh is ǁidelǇ desĐƌiďed as haǀiŶg ďeeŶ ͚pƌoǀed ǁƌoŶg͛ 
or to have shown itself as being incapable of coming to terms with one thing or another. 
The list of things Marxism is supposedly incapable of grappling with is very long indeed 
and at times includes feminism, mass media, changes in class relations and 
consciousness, modern times, globalisation, fashions, identity, psychology etc. This 
͚failuƌe of Maƌǆisŵ͛ is ǀeƌǇ defiŶitelǇ assuƌed ǁheŶ that ǁhiĐh is to ďe disĐƌedited is 
unfairly or inadequately presented.  
 
The failure of Marxism is guaranteed when it is presented in a distorted form. The 
folloǁiŶg is a ǀeƌǇ iŶflueŶtial stateŵeŶt ďǇ “tuaƌt Hall ŵade iŶ a ǀoluŵe eŶtitled ͚Neǁ 
Tiŵes͛ ;Hall aŶd JaĐƋues, ϭϵϴϵͿ.  The ĐaƌtooŶ piĐtuƌe of Maƌǆism presented is 
archetypal: 
 
Classical marxism depended on an assumed correspondence between 
͚the eĐoŶoŵiĐ͛ aŶd ͚the politiĐal͛: oŶe Đould ƌead off politiĐal attitudes 
and objective social interests and motivations from economic class or 
position. (Hall, 1989, p.121) 
 
The pƌoďleŵ is of Đouƌse loĐated iŶ ǁoƌds suĐh as ͚ĐoƌƌespoŶdeŶĐe͛ aŶd ͚ƌeadiŶg off͛. 
Already from the brief acquaintance made here with the work of E.P. Thompson we can 
see that Hall͛s stateŵeŶt is less thaŶ faiƌ to Maƌǆisŵ. What Hall presents here is a 
sophisticated Aunt Sally.  The Marxism dismissed in such cases has little to do with what 
Marx or those working in that tradition actually argue. 
 
For the moment and for the purposes of this introduction it is enough to state that a 
Marxist approaching life history work in the contemporary academic and theoretical 
climate has a lot of persuading to do if their work is to be taken seriously. I hope to make 
some contribution to this project.      
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Meaning 
Mention has already been made of the concern taken by those interviewed for this 
pƌojeĐt iŶ the ƌetelliŶg of theiƌ life stoƌies. This Đaƌe ǁas ƌooted iŶ a desiƌe to ͚get it ƌight͛ 
in other words the life story tellers were concerned that the meaning I should take from 
theiƌ stoƌies ǁas as faƌ as theǇ Đould ŵake it ͚tƌue͛ to ǁhat theǇ felt had happeŶed iŶ 
theiƌ liǀes. This ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ stoƌǇ aŶd ͚tƌuth͛ is a hugelǇ, soŵe aƌgue 
interminably, complex process, but there is, I think, almost universal agreement that this 
is at ƌoot a pƌoďleŵ of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛.   
 
A second mode of meaning is related to the first but is, at least superficially, more 
straightforward.  If the tellers were concerned with my attributing the meaning they 
intended to their stories I also found that I needed to explore something of what might 
ďe Đalled ͚lateŶt ŵeaŶiŶg͛. IŶ the iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of the life stoƌies theŵselǀes aŶd tƌǇiŶg 
to understand what they mean certain concepts appeared to take on great importance. 
This was not always because they were stressed by the interviewees but because as I 
looked at the lives of literacy teachers certain themes struck me as being important.  I do 
not know what importance the story tellers would themselves have attached to these 
theŵes ͚iŶ ŵǇ aďseŶĐe͛. The life stoƌies ďeĐaŵe a soƌt of heuƌistiĐ deǀiĐe thƌough ǁhiĐh 
it was possible to study phenomena which were, I felt, salient in the existences of these 
teachers. These themes were also of interest and importance to me in my own academic 
and professional life. 
 
From the life stories the concepts of class and identity, managerialism, and place, 
emerged as being of particular interest and each figures as the focus of a chapter later in 
this thesis. As VǇgotskǇ poiŶts out ͚thought reflects conceptualised aĐtualitǇ͛ ;VǇgotskǇ, 
1962, p.7), through a study of the meaning that these terms held for the people 
iŶteƌǀieǁed it ǁas, iŶ VǇgotskiaŶ teƌŵs, possiďle to ĐoŶsideƌ aŶd eǀeŶ ͚uŶdeƌstaŶd͛ 
ŵoƌe deeplǇ the aĐtualities ǁhiĐh these teƌŵs ͚ĐoŶĐeptualised͛ iŶ the life stories.   
 
The life stories as recounted offered a lens (Brookfield, 1995, pp. 28-48) through which 
to view firstly, the stories themselves, and secondly, to consider how these concepts as 
presented in the stories might be compared and contrasted with the meanings of the 
same terms as they are presented in some of the academic literature.  
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HaǀiŶg ƌealised that ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ ǁas ĐeŶtƌal to this thesis otheƌ ideas ďegaŶ to eŵeƌge. 
Ideas which had been there all along but which I had not appreciated in anything like 
their fullness. 
 
I am probably not alone in discovering later in life that I had failed to grasp the full 
importance of arguments I had first encountered much earlier. Even in some instances 
where I can now see that the writer had done their best to try ensure that a reasonably 
perceptive reader, as such I like to count myself, would grasp what they were trying to 
convey. I have managed to miss so much of what was important, and even worse logic 
tells me that I will never be able to measure the full extent of what I have missed. This 
happened first with the work of L.S. Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1962).  
 
I had first read Vygotsky some thirty years ago. I had of course noted that Vygotsky 
attached enormous importance to meaning and its relevance for psychology. I had been 
thƌilled ďǇ ǁhat he said aŶd felt iŶstiŶĐtiǀelǇ that his ͚Maƌǆist͛ psǇĐhologǇ ǁas full of life 
when much of what passed as psychology, Marxist or not, was as dull as ditch water. It 
was not until I turned to Vygotsky in the development of this text that I came to 
uŶdeƌstaŶd that foƌ VǇgotskǇ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ is aĐtuallǇ the ƋuiŶtesseŶĐe of ǁhat it is to ďe 
human. In a remarkable unfinished pamphlet written in 1875 or thereabouts Engels had 
talked aďout ͚The Paƌt PlaǇed ďǇ Laďouƌ iŶ the TƌaŶsitioŶ fƌoŵ Ape to MaŶ͛. This 
pamphlet is based on very sketchy and often incorrect archaeological information but it 
is takeŶ to ďe the fiƌst sǇsteŵatiĐ foƌŵulatioŶ of the ͚ŵodeƌŶ ŵateƌialist theoƌǇ of 
huŵaŶ eǀolutioŶ͛ ;Tƌiggeƌ, ϮϬϬϯ, p.ϯϲͿ.  EŶgels͛ paŵphlet speculatively traced the part 
played by labour and language in the phylogenetic development of humankind, 
VǇgotskǇ͛s ǁoƌk ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh looked at the paƌt plaǇed ďǇ laŶguage iŶ oŶtogeŶetiĐ 
development.  I began to see how it was for Vygotsky that human development, both 
phylogenetic and in the development of each individual human, centred on meaning.   
 
Following on from my early reading of Vygotsky I had started to read something of the 
work of Alexander Romanovich Luria, who had been his close friend and collaborator 
uŶtil VǇgotskǇ͛s eaƌlǇ death fƌoŵ tuďeƌĐulosis iŶ ϭϵϯϰ. Luƌia studied Maƌǆ aŶd used his 
work not as doctrinal matter but because he saw Marxism as something which brought 
together the historic achievements of philosophy. I had been massively impressed with 
two small books which Luria had written about the lives of his patients. Luria wrote 
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these two books from notes he had made as a neurologist. I saw in these deeply human 
stories that Luria was presenting two life stories, but the full significance of a leading 
Marxist psychologist choosing to present his work in this form had escaped me.   
 
Luƌia͛s ͚The MaŶ ǁith the “hatteƌed Woƌld͛ ;ϭϵϳϮͿ, aŶd ͚The MiŶd of a MŶeŶoŵist͛ 
(1968), haǀe ďeĐoŵe ĐlassiĐs of ŶeuƌosĐieŶĐe ;“aĐks ϭϵϴϯͿ.   IŶ Luƌia͛s aĐĐounts, both 
told as life stories, the first of a man fighting against the consequences of a devastating 
head wound, and the second about the consequences of an unlimited memory, the 
neuroscientist is working against the strict conventions of scientific writing to try to 
eǆplaiŶ the ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ of suĐh affliĐtioŶs. Put siŵplǇ, foƌ Luƌia the stateŵeŶt that a ǇouŶg 
‘ed AƌŵǇ offiĐeƌ suffeƌed fƌoŵ a shƌapŶel ǁouŶd ǁhiĐh destƌoǇed ͚the paƌietal loďe of 
the left heŵispheƌe of his ďƌaiŶ͛ ;Luƌia, 1979, p.184) is almost meaningless. Luria 
deǀotes his ďook to shoǁiŶg ǁhat this ͚ŵeaŶs͛ foƌ the life of this iŶĐƌediďlǇ ďƌaǀe ŵaŶ 
iŶteƌpolatiŶg the life stoƌǇ ǁith ͚ŶeuƌologiĐal͛ digƌessioŶs. This ǁas a keǇ ŵoŵeŶt as I 
realised that Luria had sought to convey to the world the proposition that life story work 
iŶ ĐeƌtaiŶ ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes is a ŵost appƌopƌiate ŵode of ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatiŶg the ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ of 
ĐliŶiĐal ŶeuƌosĐieŶĐe. Luƌia͛s ƌatioŶale foƌ his tǁo ͚life histoƌies͛ appƌoaĐh ǁas ďased iŶ 
the ǁoƌk of Goethe; espeĐiallǇ the latteƌ͛s philosophical reflections on the general and 
the particular. This too was particularly revealing as the work of Goethe was of 
considerable influence on Marx.  
 
͚MeaŶiŶg͛ eǀeŶ ďeĐaŵe ǀital iŶ, ǁhat I saǁ as, the uŶlikelǇ aƌea of geogƌaphǇ, aŶd this is 
ǁhǇ theƌe is a Đhapteƌ oŶ ͚plaĐe͛ iŶ this thesis.  A feǁ Ǉeaƌs ago I fiƌst Đaŵe aĐƌoss Daǀid 
HaƌǀeǇ͛s aƌtiĐle ͛MoŶuŵeŶt aŶd MǇth͛ ;HaƌǀeǇ, 1979) on the history of the Basilica of 
the Sacré-Coeur which sits atop the Butte Montmartre and dominates much of the Paris 
skyline. In this seminal essay in modern geography Harvey traces the links between the 
construction and consecration of the Basilica and the defeat and massacre of the 
Parisian Communards in 1871. The building of such a prominent Basilica, it is visible from 
almost any elevated position in Paris, was seen by those Catholics terrified by The 
Commune as a monument of thanks to God for having delivered them from the Parisian 
ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass ͚ƌeďels agaiŶst heaǀeŶ͛. As HaƌǀeǇ poiŶts out the BasiliĐa: 
 
by a quirk of topography ... cannot be seen from the famous Mur des 
Fédérés in that same Pére Lachaise cemetery where on May 27th 1871 the 
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last few remaining soldiers of the commune were rounded up after a 
fierce fight and summarily shot. (p. 362)         
 
Harvey then draws attention to the irony that today the Mur des Fédérés is a place of 
pilgrimage for socialists and communists from all over the world, likewise the Basilica for 
aƌdeŶt CatholiĐs. The ͚Ƌuiƌk of topogƌaphǇ͛ hides these pilgƌiŵs eaĐh fƌoŵ the otheƌ. Foƌ 
HaƌǀeǇ aŶd the studǇ of ͚MǇth aŶd MoŶuŵeŶt͛ the BasiliĐa is aŶ eǆaŵple of the 
iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ the ĐƌeatioŶ of plaĐe. Foƌ pooƌ, tƌouďled aŶd depƌessed 
Thanet no less than for the Sacré-Coeuƌ ͚plaĐe͛ ĐaŶŶot ďe adeƋuatelǇ desĐƌiďed iŶ teƌŵs 
of phǇsiĐal featuƌes: aŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚plaĐe͛ ŵust ĐoŵďiŶe spaĐe ǁith ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛. 
 
PlaĐe figuƌes pƌoŵiŶeŶtlǇ iŶ the life stoƌies pƌeseŶted heƌe aŶd HaƌǀeǇ͛s aƌticle became 
a starting point for a consideration of how in the particular case of Thanet social and 
cultural forces achieved a geographical fix on this corner of East Kent.  
 
Even in what many believe, absolutely wrongly in my opinion, as the arid pages of 
͚Capital͛ I ƌealised that Maƌǆ ǁas, above anything else, trying to communicate to his 
ƌeadeƌs ǁhat ͚Capital͛ ŵeaŶt to huŵaŶitǇ. 
 
AŶǇoŶe ǁho has ƌead Maƌǆ͛s Capital ǁill haǀe stƌuggled at ŵaŶǇ plaĐes to gƌasp fullǇ 
what Marx means by many of the words and phrases he uses. Part of this difficulty arises 
because Marx is asking the reader to see things anew. Marx was well aware of this 
diffiĐultǇ. IŶ ͚Capital͛ he ǁas ǁƌitiŶg a ĐƌitiƋue of politiĐal eĐoŶoŵǇ ƌadiĐallǇ diffeƌeŶt 
from anything which had gone before; it represented simultaneously a fundamental 
philosophiĐal ƌuptuƌe ǁith, aŶd a deǀelopŵeŶt of, that sĐieŶĐe. As Maƌǆ͛s Đategoƌies of 
analysis and his purpose were new it was inevitable that many of the words and phrases 
used needed to be invested with meanings somewhat different to those which had gone 
before. That this would render the text inaccessible without hard work on the part of 
the ƌeadeƌ ǁas iŶ Maƌǆ͛s opiŶioŶ uŶaǀoidaďle: 
 
That is a disadvantage I am powerless to overcome, unless it be by 
forewarning and forearming those readers who zealously seek the truth. 
There is no royal road to science, and only those who do not dread the 
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fatiguing climb of its steep paths have a chance of gaining its luminous 
summits. (Marx, 1887/1990, p.104) 
 
There are points in Capital where Marx strives to communicate a different type of 
meaning, namely aspects of the psychological impact of capitalism on humans. This is 
not to claim that Marx developed any type of worked out theory of psychology only to 
point out that he saǁ it as iŵpoƌtaŶt to tƌǇ to Đaptuƌe the ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ huŵaŶ teƌŵs of 
the social processes he was describing. The extraordinary depth and complexity of 
Maƌǆ͛s liteƌaƌǇ ƌefeƌeŶĐes aƌe ǁidelǇ ƌeĐogŶised. The ĐlassiĐ studǇ iŶ this aƌea is that of 
Prawer, fiƌst puďlished iŶ ϭϵϳϲ, ǁhiĐh foƌ all of its eƌuditioŶ eǀeŶ iŶ the ǁƌiteƌ͛s oǁŶ 
estimation is only the beginning of the work necessary to draw out the full implications 
of Maƌǆ͛s allusioŶs. IŶ pƌepaƌiŶg this thesis I haǀe Đoŵe to see ŵaŶǇ of these liteƌaƌǇ 
references as evidence of how for Marx it was an essential part of his work to try to 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate ͚the ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ huŵaŶ teƌŵs of the politiĐal eĐoŶoŵǇ he ǁas suďjeĐtiŶg 
to a critique. There are many examples but here just one can be explored. 
 
Marx argues that under capitalism the worker has no choice but to sell her or his labour 
power to capitalists.  It is the buying and exploitation of such labour power along with 
the control over the social processes which facilitate it that lies at the core of what 
makes a numerically tiny class of people into all powerful capitalists. The selling of 
labour power will not happen without some form of compulsion as the worker with a 
viable alternative way to secure survival and prosperity is unlikely to subordinate his 
working life to the capitalist. Anyone who has witnessed young people entering a factory 
system to sell their labour power as a commodity for the first time especially if they fear 
that this ǁill ďe theiƌ ǁoƌkiŶg life ͚foƌeǀeƌ͛, will attest to how shocking and terrifying the 
experience is. This cannot be achieved without compulsion. If workers are unwilling to 
sell their labour power as a commodity the capitalist can compel them to do so. 
 
Writing of this fear and compulsion Marx makes use of the story taken from Goethe of 
the "Der Erlkönig" ;ǁhiĐh ŵaǇ ďe tƌaŶslated iŶto EŶglish as eitheƌ ͚The Elf KiŶg͛ oƌ ͚The 
Aldeƌ KiŶg͛Ϳ ;Goethe, ϭϳϵϮͿ. The poem tells of a young boy being carried on horseback 
by his father at speed through the forest at night. The boy is anxious, perhaps delirious, 
and his father is in a great haste to bring him safely home. The boy tells his father of the 
evil figures he can see in the dark forest and how they are trying to claim his soul. The 
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father tells the boy not to be afraid and offers a rational explanation for each of the 
ďoǇ͛s teƌƌifǇiŶg ǀisioŶs. EǀeŶtuallǇ ͚The Aldeƌ KiŶg͛ a paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ fƌighteŶiŶg figuƌe Đalls 
the ďoǇ to the daƌk spiƌit ǁoƌld ǁith the ǁoƌds ͚"Ich liebe dich, mich reizt deine schöne 
Gestalt; Und bist du nicht willig, so brauch ich Gewalt." ("I love thee, I'm charm'd by thy 
beauty, dear boy! And if thou aren't willing, then force I'll employ.") The father on arrival 
at the homestead discovers that his child has died.  
 
IŶ Capital Maƌǆ talks aďout hoǁ ͚Đoŵŵodities͛ ;iŶĐludiŶg laďouƌ poǁeƌͿ ĐaŶ ďe foƌĐed to 
go to ͚ŵaƌket͛: 
 
It is plain that commodities cannot go to market and make exchanges in 
their own right. We must, therefore, have recourse to their guardians, 
who are the possessors.  Commodities are things, and therefore lack the 
power to resist man. If they are unwilling he can use force (my italics IJ); 
in other words, he can take possession of them. (Marx, 1887/1990, p.178) 
 
And so it is with the worker forced to sell her labour power, dark forces will claim her 
soul. Throughout Capital Marx makes references to such things as ghosts, hell, and 
spirits in a series of images to illustrate how things which mankind has created come to 
eǆeƌt aŶ alŵost ͚supeƌŶatuƌal͛ iŶflueŶĐe oǀeƌ all aspeĐts of life.  Maƌǆ hiŵself did Ŷot 
eŶteƌtaiŶ aŶǇ ďelief ǁhatsoeǀeƌ iŶ ͚the spiƌit ǁoƌld͛ though iŶ ͚Capital͛ he ǁidelǇ 
employs such images precisely because he tries, at key points, to bring out the darker 
meaning in human terms of processes which might appear neutral in the dry language of 
political economy. Something similar is the case with life story work. Terms from social 
and cultural history, the language of management, or even the desiccated vocabulary of 
the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) may take on a vital meaning in a life 
story.  
 
As I collected the life stories and worked to understand them, I came to see this process 
as being one of the interpretation and therefore the creation and re-creation of the 
meaning of these texts. I have given the above examples drawn from a range of Marxist 
thiŶkeƌs of the uďiƋuitǇ aŶd iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ theiƌ ǁoƌk. As the pƌojeĐt 
progressed I felt myself being drawn to a further implicatioŶ of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛.   
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A thoƌough goiŶg ďelief iŶ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛, the possiďilitǇ of uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg hoǁ it is Đƌeated, 
its history, how it is shared, and how it is imbued with ethical values is inextricably linked 
to a Humanist world view. Conversely a rejection of all possibility of the existence of any 
oďjeĐtiǀitǇ iŶ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ ŵust ďe logiĐallǇ liŶked ;aŶd ofteŶ this is eǆpliĐitlǇ stated ďǇ 
those thinkers who believe that meaning only has a subjective dimension) to the 
rejection of all types of Humanism.   
 
In turn it is hard to imagine how the rejection of all possibilities of all types of objectivity 
in meaning and the resulting rejection of all types of humanism can avoid the 
acceptance of nihilism in one or other form.  Once nihilism is embraced, the idea of 
human agency becomes either meaningless or is seen to exist only in a nihilistic form. 
This happens even when it is the very last thing that the thoroughgoing subjectivist 
would want. This I believe is the case with those people working within the narrative 
paradigm, and here Jerome Bruner was  at the very forefront, who tend toward 
subjectivism. Jerome Bruner is rightly seen by many working with life stories as an 
inspirational figure but one who at times appears to accept an outlook based on a more 
or less complete relativism (Bruner, 1990, pp.24-30).  Bruner almost comes to personify 
the dilemma of what might be called the Humanist subjectivists. These are bold claims, 
advanced with some trepidation, and a good part of the thesis is given over to arguing 
for them though the argument is made implicitly throughout the entire text.  
 
The layout of the chapters  
Given below is the order in which the chapters of this thesis are arranged.  This order is 
very much a result of the project itself as the process by which this arrangement was 
reached followed a course which looking forward appeared far from predictable. Of 
course hindsight far more than foresight makes things look predictable. The chapters 
within a project such as this take on a relationship to each other fairly similar to what 
Bruner described as the relationship between different books by the same author. 
Chapters must appear to be self-contained but often they: 
 
... are like mountaintops jutting out of the sea. Self contained islands 
though they may seem, they are upthrusts of an underlying geography 
that is at once local and for all that part of a universal pattern. And so 
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while they inevitably reflect a time and a place they are part of a more 
general intellectual geography. (Bruner, 1990, p. ix) 
 
A good part of the work in writing the chapters themselves will be about developing the 
thinking which connects them. The life stories form the central part of this thesis so 
there is a need to introduce them at the earliest point possible. This cannot be as early 
as I would have liked and should be explained.  
 
I approached life story from the viewpoint of someone who for the last four decades has 
desĐƌiďed hiŵself as a Maƌǆist.  This ͚self diagŶosis͛ has suited ŵe ŵoƌe oƌ less ǁell 
through thick, and far more often, thin. It seems fair to say that life story work and 
Marxism are not often closely linked together, neither by those working in the narrative 
tradition, nor by Marxists.  Many of my colleagues and friends who share an interest in 
life story work, and who I dare say are fond of me, find it odd that I also see myself as a 
Marxist. Much of this project is about trying to answer the very reasonable question 
which my colleagues and friends have asked me and which I have set myself ͚Hoǁ ĐaŶ 
Maƌǆisŵ aŶd life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk ďe ďƌought togetheƌ?͛  
 
Antecedents 1 
The first chapter in this presentation is given the title Antecedents 1. In all, three 
Đhapteƌs aƌe desigŶated as ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛, ĐolleĐtiǀelǇ theǇ ƌepƌeseŶt pƌepaƌatoƌǇ 
matter foƌ the studǇ of the life stoƌies. Fƌoŵ ŵǇ peƌspeĐtiǀe the ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛ Đhapteƌs 
represent the thinking that underlies the analysis of the material in the life stories 
themselves. This whilst true is also something of a presentational stratagem. In reality 
ŵuĐh of the ĐoŶteŶt of the thƌee ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛ Đhapteƌs ǁas deǀeloped iŶ the light of 
working with the life stories, some of it took shape in the final stages of the preparation 
of the whole document.  
 
As the ͚AŶteĐedeŶts ϭ͛ Đhapteƌ deǀeloped it ďeĐaŵe apparent that for me an important 
part of its purpose was for me to make clear the difficulties I have with some forms of 
postŵodeƌŶisŵ. UŶfoƌtuŶatelǇ Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ͛s ǁoƌk ;ϭϵϵϰ, ϭϵϵϳͿ seeŵs to ŵe to 
encapsulate many of these problems.  Strangely, some of my colleagues whose work I 
ƌespeĐt gƌeatlǇ dƌaǁ oŶ Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ͛s ǁoƌk aŶd use it pƌoduĐtiǀelǇ. I hope theǇ 
ǁill foƌgiǀe ŵe Ŷot least ďeĐause I thiŶk that Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ͛s aƌguŵeŶts ĐoŶtaiŶ 
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some important points. I will mix metaphors horribly but I thiŶk that ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ͛s 
problem is that she insists on throwing out the realist baby with the positivist bathwater.   
 
Antecedents 2 
The ͚AŶteĐedeŶts Ϯ͛ Đhapteƌ looks at the ŵethodologǇ used iŶ the ĐolleĐtioŶ aŶd 
production of the life stories. In this chapter a case will be made for the justification of 
the dialectical approach used in this project. At the centre of this have been the 
discussions between the researcher and those whose stories appear. In turn this has 
been characterised by what I hope is a productive tension between three imperatives 
which often pull in opposing directions. The first is the need for the stories to be 
truthfully those of the people who have told them. The second is that these stories 
should be presented with sufficient academic honesty and detachment for claims to be 
ŵade aďout theiƌ tƌuthfulŶess aŶd ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛. WheŶ this is aĐhieǀed theŶ the pƌoďleŵ 
of ͚geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ͛, a peƌeŶŶial ĐoŶĐeƌŶ iŶ life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk, ĐaŶ ďe seƌiouslǇ ĐoŶsideƌed. 
The third imperative, no less important than the other two, is that the stories are 
presented in a spirit of solidarity and sympathy with those who have offered them for 
this project. Throughout the chapter Antecedents 2 consideration is given to both 
method and methodology in life story work.  
 
Antecedent 3 
͚AŶteĐedeŶts ϯ͛ is aŶ outliŶe of soŵe aƌguŵeŶts fƌoŵ Maƌǆisŵ as theǇ ŵight applǇ to 
life stories. One way to look at this section and the chapters in which the concepts of 
place, class, self and managerialism are considered would be to see it as a contribution 
to the project of the French thinker Henri Lefebvre who worked to develop a Marxist 
view of everyday life (la quotidienneͿ.  As he put it ͚the eǀeƌǇdaǇ is a kiŶd of sĐƌeeŶ iŶ 
ďoth seŶses of the ǁoƌd; it ďoth shoǁs aŶd hides͛ (Lefebvre, 1988 p.78). In this project 
the life stories show how personal troubles (and joys) reflect social issues (Mills, 1959), 
and how much of the energy and strength of these lives is given over to the 
management and concealment of profound problems.  These are not initially the 
problems of the individuals but are social problems as manifested in the particular lives 
considered here. In the course of this project I have actually come to believe that much 
of that those with power within the institutions of post compulsory education consider 
to be professionalism is in fact the capacity of those who work for them to sublimate 
and keep out of sight the real tensions of their world.  
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The Life Stories 
The introduction to the life stories needs to read before any of the life stories. This 
introduction explains briefly why the stories appear in the form which has been elected.  
 
The presentation of the life stories is not without problems. These arise because I feel 
that it is imperative that the stories appear in the form agreed with the story tellers. The 
academic gloss and annotations on these stories is my own and therefore is presented 
outside of the stories themselves.  
 
IŶ the fiƌst paƌt of this thesis theƌe aƌe Đhapteƌs desigŶated as ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛. These 
chapters are antecedent in that they give some of the background thinking to the 
aŶalǇsis of the life stoƌies. EaĐh of the ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛ Đhapteƌs is folloǁed ďǇ tǁo life 
stories. The life stories are not in a particular order, except for reasons which will be 
Đleaƌ HaŶŶah ‘iĐhaƌds͛ stoƌǇ is pƌeseŶted fiƌst. All the Ŷaŵes foƌ the stoƌies aƌe iŶǀeŶted 
by the people whose stories they tell. When asked to choose names for their stories only 
Paul Beer gave his character a family name. Paul is the only man in these stories. I gave 
Hannah the surname Richards to help avoid confusion between real and fictitious names 
of people involved in this project..  
 
The iŶteƌleafiŶg of the life stoƌies ǁith the ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛ is doŶe so that seƋueŶtiallǇ the 
life stories are presented as soon as possible. In real life I began the collection of the 
stories initially with an interview with Hannah. The other interviews happened as and 
when I could meet with the story tellers. The order of their presentation does not 
correspond to the order of their being put together.  
 
I feel that the stories must as far as possible be presented in the language of those who 
told them. The stories have a minimum of academic intrusion. The reader will be given 
pointers as to where I have looked into the stories with the aims already stated but it is 
also hoped that the reader will be free to reflect for themselves on what is presented.  I 
am aware that in all cases the stories were volunteered because those who told them 
wanted to record what they saǁ as ͚the tƌuth͛ aďout theiƌ liǀes as liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌs.  
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In all six cases those whose stories are presented have expressed their faith in the 
ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶs. IŶ seǀeƌal Đases I haǀe ďeeŶ told soŵethiŶg like ͚You haǀe ƌeallǇ Đaught 
ǁhat I ǁaŶted to saǇ͛, aŶd iŶ oŶe Đase ͚Yes that is ŵe hoǁ did Ǉou do it͛.  ‘espoŶdeŶt 
validity might be one of the most important forms of validity for life story work. If the 
stories are themselves presented without academic interruptions this is because I think 
that they work better that way. The rest of this thesis is taken up with the interruptions, 
ĐlaƌifiĐatioŶs aŶd ͚Ǉes ... ďut͛ Ŷatuƌe of aĐadeŵiĐ ǁoƌk.  
 
The last chapters are concerned with the topics; class and identity, managerialism, and 
place as they appear in the life stories. This might be better stated the other way round 
which is to say that the life stories are used as a sort of heuristic device through which 
the themes in the last chapters are investigated. For example, in the case of 
͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ it is Đlear that the practices which attract this label feature in the lives of 
the people interviewed but not in ways identical to their description in academic texts. 
In the interviews the picture of managerialism which emerges is not the same as that in 
textbook desĐƌiptioŶs. IŶ the aĐtual liǀes of teaĐheƌs ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ ŵight Đoŵe doǁŶ 
to a row over how literacy students should be interviewed, or who has the right to the 
keǇs to a Đupďoaƌd.  IŶ the life stoƌies aŶ issue suĐh as  ͚Đlass͛ is faƌ ŵoƌe likelǇ to lie 
ďehiŶd a ĐoŵŵeŶt suĐh as  ͚I Ŷeǀeƌ felt Đoŵfoƌtaďle at that sĐhool it ǁas Ŷot foƌ ŵe͛, 
thaŶ aŶǇthiŶg ǁhiĐh aŵouŶts to ͚gƌaŶd theoƌǇ͛ to use C. Wƌight Mills͛ faŵous 
formulation (Mills 1959).  
 
There is a short concluding chapter as the last three chapters each reach their own 
points of conclusion. The last remarks are concerned with discussing the problem 
posited earlier in this introduction : How can Marxism and life story work be brought 
together?  
 
This introductory chapter must cover one more area before closing. This concerns the 
use of the teƌŵs ͚Maƌǆist͛ aŶd ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛.  The teƌŵs ͚Maƌǆist͛ aŶd ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛ aƌe used 
throughout this text because there is a lack of a better alternative even though they 
have problems and unfortunate complications.  
 
The questioŶ ͚ǁhat is Maƌǆisŵ?͛  is Ŷot easilǇ aŶsǁeƌed. I aŵ Ŷot aǁaƌe of aŶ iŶstaŶĐe iŶ 
his oǁŶ ǁƌitiŶgs iŶ ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ hiŵself ƌefeƌƌed to his ŵethod of ǁoƌk as ͚Maƌǆist͛.  It 
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ǁas at oŶe tiŵe fashioŶaďle to aƌgue that Kaƌl Maƌǆ hiŵself ƌejeĐted ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛.  This 
supposed rejection was based on a remark reported by Engels which Marx almost 
ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ ŵade. The ƌeŵaƌk ǁas ͚All I know is that I am not a Marxist͛. WhǇ this ƌeŵaƌk 
was made is not always explained fully.  Friedrich EŶgels ;ϭϴϵϬͿ ŵeŶtioŶs Maƌǆ͛s ƌeŵaƌk 
in a letter to Conrad Schmidt. According to Engels, Marx found it necessary at several 
points to disassociate himself from people who whilst declaring themselves to be 
͚Maƌǆist͛ pƌoposed pƌogƌaŵs oƌ aƌguŵeŶts ǁhiĐh he Đould Ŷot suppoƌt. EŶgels tells 
Schmidt that: ͚Maƌǆ used to saǇ, ĐoŵŵeŶtiŶg oŶ the FƌeŶĐh "Maƌǆists" of the late 
[18]70s: "All I know is that I am not a Marxist."  The same type of problem has persisted 
oǀeƌ the deĐades siŶĐe Maƌǆ͛s death aŶd is iŶ ouƌ oǁŶ epoĐh peƌhaps ŵoƌe Đoŵpleǆ 
than ever. 
 
In the same letter to Schmidt, Engels went on to point out that the work in 
ǁhiĐh he had assisted Maƌǆ did Ŷot at all ĐoŶstitute a doĐtƌiŶe ͚ouƌ 
conception of history is above all a guide to study, not a lever for construction 
... . All history must be studied afresh͛.   
 
IŶ the pƌojeĐt atteŵpted heƌe the appƌoaĐh to ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛ ǁhiĐh has ďeeŶ adopted is as 
͚a guide to studǇ͛. IŶ this paƌtiĐulaƌ Đase the oďjeĐt of studǇ ǁill ďe the siǆ life stoƌies of 
teachers of literacy to adults on the Isle of Thanet in Kent.  
 
A Marxist approach to particular problems cannot be achieved through any type of 
sĐƌiptuƌal eǆegesis fƌoŵ Maƌǆ͛s ǁƌitiŶgs. WheŶ the teƌŵs Maƌǆist aŶd Maƌǆisŵ aƌe 
employed in this thesis they will signify an attempt to creatively use the method of 
analysis developed by Marx. There is another very important connotation to Marxism 
which is sometimes neglected by academic Marxists, this too results in a 
misrepresentation.  
 
Maƌǆ ďelieǀed that the stƌuggle of the ͚pƌoletaƌiat, the ŵodeƌŶ ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass͛ (Marx and 
Engels, 1888 p.12) represented the only possible way forward for humanity. There is 
ƌooŵ foƌ disĐussioŶ aďout ǁhǇ he ďelieǀed this, the Ŷatuƌe of ͚the ŵodeƌŶ ǁoƌkiŶg 
Đlass͛ oƌ ŵaŶǇ otheƌ ƋuestioŶs. What is ďeǇoŶd dispute is that for Marx the philosophy 
and the analysis which he offered could never be neutral with regard to this struggle. 
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Paolo Fƌeiƌe ǁheŶ talkiŶg aďout eduĐatioŶ foƌ the ͚oppƌessed͛ poiŶted out ŵaŶǇ tiŵes 
that in the contest between those with power and those without to adopt a position of 
affected neutrality meant to side with the powerful. Marx had much earlier made a 
similar point as when both sides of a dispute were attributed equal status this favoured 
those ǁho possessed ͚foƌĐe͛.  As Maƌǆ put it iŶ ŵatters of the context of the working 
Đlass stƌuggle foƌ a shoƌteƌ ǁoƌkiŶg daǇ ͚ďetǁeeŶ eƋual ƌights, foƌĐe deĐides͛ ;Maƌǆ, 
1990, p. 344). In the context of this project, with due respect for academic integrity, the 
standpoint adopted is fundamentally one of solidarity with the teachers and their 
students.  
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Antecedents 1 - The Poverty of Postmodernism 
 
 
Counsel woven into the fabric of real life is wisdom. The art of storytelling is reaching its 
end because the epic side of truth, wisdom, is dying out. 
Walter BeŶjaŵiŶ, ϭ9ϯϲ ͚The StorǇ Teller͛. 
 
 
The Đhapteƌs titled ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛ takeŶ togetheƌ ĐoŶstitute a ĐoŵďiŶatioŶ of a 
literature review and a setting out of the methodology behind the thesis. The 
literature review is unusual in that it opens by concentrating on material which might 
be said to represent rather personal antecedents to the arguments of the thesis. 
Personal in the sense that the two figures around whom this chapter is based Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe and Honoré de Balzac have in different ways contributed to my 
belief in the viability of life story work as a valuable method of academic inquiry. 
Furthermore both Goethe and Balzac have an interesting relationship to Marxism. 
The other figure who features prominently in this chapter is Laurel Richardson.  
 
More than twenty years after its puďliĐatioŶ Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ͛s essaǇ ͚WƌitiŶg: A 
Method of IŶƋuiƌǇ͛ ;ϭϵϵϰͿ eǆeƌts a faiƌ degƌee of iŶflueŶĐe aŵoŶg people ǁoƌkiŶg 
with life histories. This power is due in part to the essay having something of the 
qualities of a manifesto; Laurel Richardson sets out the theoretical underpinnings of a 
postmodern approach to life story work and combines this with a programme of 
action. The essay offers in a brief compass much to consider.  An evaluation of the 
ideas in the essay forms the first part of this chapter.  
 
In the case of Goethe a brief presentation will be made of his use of the concept of an 
͚UƌphäŶoŵeŶ͛ oƌ aƌĐhetǇpe, as a tool of iŶǀestigatioŶ. Goethe held that  the studǇ of 
the natural world should proceed through the detailed study of individual phenomena 
and that carefully considered work at this level made it possible to work from the 
iŶdiǀidual ͚Đase͛  to ŵoƌe geŶeƌal leǀels of uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg. It ǁill ďe aƌgued that life 
stoƌǇ ǁoƌk shaƌes iŵpoƌtaŶt siŵilaƌities ǁith the ͚UƌphäŶoŵeŶ͛ ŵethod used by 
Goethe.  IŶ life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk aŶ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ is ŵade of  a liŵited Ŷuŵďeƌ of ͚liǀes͛ ǁith 
a view to seeing how these relate to, and might inform, a study of wider social  issues. 
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The reverse process is also employed.  Knowledge of wider social issues is used to 
understand and underpin an interpretive narrative of the lives studied. Both 
movements taken together, from the individual to the social, and then from the social 
to the individual, form a heuristic counterpoise to each other.  
 
A single episode fƌoŵ ͚Old Goƌiot͛ BalzaĐ͛s Ŷoǀel of ϭϴϯϱ ǁill ďe used to shoǁ hoǁ a 
gƌeat ͚ƌealist͛ ǁƌiteƌ pƌeseŶts a ǀisioŶ of the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ iŶdiǀidual stoƌies 
aŶd soĐial deǀelopŵeŶts.  The episode is a ŵoŵeŶt of ͚epiphaŶǇ͛ ;DeŶziŶ, ϭϵϴϵ, p.ϮϳͿ 
in the life of Eugène de Rastignac a ĐhaƌaĐteƌ ĐeŶtƌal to the ǁhole of BalzaĐ͛s 
͚Coŵedie HuŵaiŶe͛. IŶ the haŶds of BalzaĐ ‘astigŶaĐ͛s epiphany is simultaneously 
historic and deeply personal. This relationship between the individually personal and 
the wider, sometimes tectonic, shifts in the social also lies at the heart of life story 
work, and reflects what  C. Wright Mills saw as the iŶteƌplaǇ ďetǁeeŶ ͚ďiogƌaphǇ͛, 
͚peƌsoŶal tƌouďles͛ aŶd ͚soĐial issues͛ so iŵpoƌtaŶt iŶ a ͚soĐiologiĐal iŵagiŶatioŶ͛. 
(Mills, 1959/2000). 
 
Whilst Goethe is not generally taken into consideration by those involved in life story 
work Balzac in contrast does sometimes get mentioned. Laurel Richardson offers 
BalzaĐ as aŶ eǆaŵple of a ǁƌiteƌ ǁho speaƌheaded aŶ atteŵpt to ŵake ͚liteƌatuƌe a 
part of science, something which she decries in the name of postmodernism, 
fuƌtheƌŵoƌe she ĐƌitiĐises BalzaĐ foƌ his ͚ƌealisŵ͛ (Richardson, 1994, p. 519). The point 
is sometimes made that it is not enough to disagree with something; it is much more 
beneficial to deeply understand why you disagree and even more so to understand 
why others have come to conclusions different to your own. Throughout my life I 
have believed that the novels of Balzac have offered me a glimpse of people and 
places in Paris as it was two hundred years ago. So the reasons why Laurel Richardson 
feels differently are intriguing.    
 
The Postmodern Condition 
WithiŶ the ǁideƌ aƌeas of ͚Ƌualitatiǀe ƌeseaƌĐh͛ aŶd ͚Ŷaƌƌatiǀe studies͛ theƌe aƌe ŵaŶǇ 
academics and scholars who would describe themselves as accepting most of the 
iŶtelleĐtual teŶets ĐoŶtaiŶed ǁithiŶ the ͚postŵodeƌŶ͛ poƌtfolio ;see foƌ eǆaŵple 
Denzin and Lincoln, 1994 and 2011).  The essay in which Laurel Richardson criticises 
Balzac by name, and the wider tradition which he helped to create, is entitled 
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͚WƌitiŶg: A Method of IŶƋuiƌǇ͛ aŶd has aĐhieǀed aŶ aƌĐhetǇpal status.  What is iŶitiallǇ 
striking about the dismissive stance taken toward the writing of Balzac is that he set 
out most definitely to use writing as a method of inquiry and the result is a series of 
novels which chart the rise of bourgeois Paris. The example of Balzac is given below as 
an illustration of how the embrace of a certain type of postmodern outlook can lead 
to the ƌejeĐtioŶ of ͚ƌealisŵ͛, the deŶial of aŶǇ possiďilitǇ of a ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ͛ appƌoaĐh to 
social investigation and the dismissal of any type of humanism. The use of the word 
͚sĐieŶĐe͛ is pƌoďleŵatiĐ heƌe; it is soŵetiŵes used as a geŶeƌal teƌŵ ǁheŶ ǁhat is 
actually being referred is a rather narrow form of science. When some 
postŵodeƌŶists ĐƌitiĐise ͚sĐieŶĐe͛ it is Ŷot at all Đleaƌ ǁhat theǇ ŵeaŶ ďǇ the teƌŵ. 
͚“ĐieŶĐe͛ ŵight ŵean activities typically used in the natural sciences, engineering or 
mathematics or it might refer to any type of rational or systematic scholarly work of 
the type undertaken by historians or musicologists. Sometimes it appears to be the 
case that critics of the ǁideƌ ŶotioŶ of ͚sĐieŶĐe͛ as aŶǇ tǇpe of sǇsteŵatiĐ studǇ 
deliďeƌatelǇ ĐoŶflate this ǁith a Ŷaƌƌoǁ foƌŵ of ͚positiǀisŵ͛ so as to ŵoƌe easilǇ 
discredit  it. 
 
Laurel Richardson presents the case for writing itself being seen as a method of 
inquiry. The argument is interesting as she advocates that social scientists should pay 
far more attention to how they write. Richardson believes that social science writing 
should ďe deǀeloped aƌouŶd pƌoĐesses of ĐƌeatiǀitǇ. “he sees ͚ĐƌeatiǀitǇ͛ ;‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ, 
1994, p. 517) in the production of writing as being contributory to the overall quality 
of the research process. In a more restrained form than that which Laurel Richardson 
actually advocates, the proposal is sound enough. A student in the social sciences 
reading the lively prose of C. Wright Mills or Rachel Carson and comparing their work 
to that of the dull texts of many of their counterparts would support calls for lively 
writing, but Laurel Richardson is calling for far more than lucid writing.  
 
For many who ŵight agƌee ǁith the ŵeƌits of Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ͛s ďasiĐ suggestioŶ  aŶ 
alarm bell starts to ring when we are told that this writing should not be constrained 
ďǇ a ƌeluĐtaŶĐe to ͚Ŷuƌtuƌe ouƌ oǁŶ iŶdiǀidualitǇ͛ ;ϭϵϵϰ, p.ϱϭϳͿ. “he also tells us that 
͚PostŵodeƌŶisŵ suspeĐts all tƌuth Đlaiŵs of ŵaskiŶg aŶd seƌǀiŶg paƌtiĐulaƌ iŶteƌests͛. 
Accordingly Richardson drawing on the work of Patricia Clough (1992) sees Balzac, 
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Zola and presumably the whole realist tradition as representing a devaluation of 
͚liteƌaƌǇ ǁƌitiŶg͛. This deǀaluatioŶ has Đoŵe aďout;  
͚... ďeĐause liteƌaƌǇ ǁƌitiŶg ǁas takiŶg a seĐoŶd seat iŶ iŵpoƌtaŶĐe, status, 
impact and truth value to science, some literary writers attempted to make 
liteƌatuƌe a paƌt of sĐieŶĐe. BǇ the late ŶiŶeteeŶth ĐeŶtuƌǇ ͚ƌealisŵ͛ 
doŵiŶated ďoth sĐieŶĐe aŶd fiĐtioŶ ǁƌitiŶg...͛ ;‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ, ϭϵϵϰ, p.ϱϭϵͿ 
 
This pƌoposal is ďased oŶ a ǀaƌietǇ of ͚postŵodeƌŶ͛ aƌguŵeŶts espeĐiallǇ those ǁhiĐh 
suspeĐt ͚all tƌuth Đlaiŵs of ŵaskiŶg aŶd seƌǀiŶg paƌtiĐulaƌ iŶteƌests iŶ loĐal, Đultuƌal, 
aŶd politiĐal stƌuggles͛ ;‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ, ϭϵϵϰ, p.ϱϭϳͿ. IŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ BalzaĐ is seleĐted as 
ƌepƌeseŶtiŶg the tƌeŶd ǁhiĐh eŶsuƌed that ƌealisŵ doŵiŶated ͚ďoth sĐieŶĐe aŶd fiĐtioŶ 
ǁƌitiŶg͛ ;‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ, ϭϵϵϰ, ϱϭϵͿ. IŶ the saŵe Đhapteƌ ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ sets out a ĐeŶtƌal 
plank of postmodern or poststructural argumentation: 
 
Poststructuralism links language, subjectivity, social organization and power. 
The centrepiece is language. Language does not reflect social reality, but 
produces meaning, creates social reality. Different languages and different 
discourses within a given language divide up the world and give it meaning 
in ways that are not reducible to one another. Language is how social 
organisation and power are defined and contested and the place where our 
sense of selves our subjectivity is constructed. (p 518) 
 
More than a few people working in the area of narrative enquiry consider themselves 
to share the arguments put forward in the above passage from Laurel Richardson. The 
nub of this argument is the contention that language does not reflect social reality but  
creates it.  
 
It is quite possible that in more than a few cases the full implications of fundamentalist 
postmodern arguments are not fully grasped by those who believe themselves 
persuaded. Richardson is not always completely consistent in the essay quoted, at 
times she appears to allow for the possibility that a reality of some type might exist 
ďeǇoŶd ͚Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛, ďut the oǀeƌall thƌust is faiƌlǇ steadǇ; the Đlaiŵ is that the soĐial 
world is basically a narrative construction. It should also be noted that whether or not 
Richardson realises just how extreme she is in her philosophical idealism what she has 
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written is consistent enough to put her squarely in that camp.  The idea that language 
gives meaning to the world is a profoundly different philosophical proposition to the 
contention that language achieves and creates meaning in its relationship to the world.  
 
The existence of the social world of humans is unimaginable without language but it is 
equally true that language and meaning have no existence outside of this world. 
Language alone does not create the world in which humans exist. This is as true for the 
social as it is for the natural world. In the processes of the creation and continuation of 
the social world language is ever present and permeates every aspect of human activity 
and understanding. Language not only creates and recreates this world but it also 
reflects it. Reflection and creation are but different facets of the same processes within 
the social world.  
 
Formulations of the relationship between language and the social world which pitch 
reflection and creation into a mutually excluding opposition lead to two equally 
unsatisfactory world outlooks; on one hand to a materialism which can only be 
mechanical, and on the other to complete philosophical idealism.  
 
In both cases, that of mechanical materialism, and consistent idealism, the dialectical 
link between the social world and material world is broken. This rejection of dialectical 
relationships is to be found in many instances where the chances of developing 
understanding would be much improved if instead of setting things in a mutually 
excluding opposition to each other they were seen as being related. Examples of such 
unhelpful oppositions might be; the ideal and the material, time and space, abstract 
and concrete, individual and social, subjective and objective, particular and universal, 
local and global or a host of other things too often posed as excluding antinomies. In 
each of the above examples it is only possible to understand both sides of the opposed 
terms through grasping the relationship between them.  
 
On the side of idealism the break between the material world and the social world 
allows for the development of a relativist world outlook. If we accept the proposition 
iŵplied iŶ the idea of ͚the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of ƌealitǇ͛ theŶ all aŶd aŶǇ ideas of 
͚tƌuth͛ as soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh ŵight ďe oďjeĐtiǀelǇ estaďlished aƌe goŶe. Heƌe it is 
ŶeĐessaƌǇ to pƌeseŶt aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt ĐautioŶ ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg the ideas of ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ aŶd 
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͚suďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛. To aƌgue foƌ the idea of ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛, oƌ iŶdeed ͚suďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ does Ŷot 
ŵeaŶ theiƌ aĐĐeptaŶĐe iŶ a ͚positiǀist͛ foƌŵ.   
 
The history of the terms objective and subjective is enormously complex, sufficiently so 
for the two terms to have been transposed in their meanings more than once, with 
ǁhat ǁe uŶdeƌstaŶd todaǇ as the ŵeaŶiŶg of ͚oďjeĐtiǀe͛ ďeiŶg Đoǀeƌed ďǇ the teƌŵ 
͚suďjeĐtiǀe͛ aŶd ǀiĐe ǀeƌsa ;Williaŵs, ϭϵϴϯ, p.ϯϬϴͿ. TodaǇ theƌe aƌe ƌelatiǀelǇ feǁ 
people, even in the natural sciences, who argue for a straightforwardly positivist form 
of ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ oƌ ͚oďjeĐtiǀe tƌuth͛. With the deŵise of tƌue positiǀisŵ MaƌtǇŶ 
HaŵŵeƌsleǇ ƌefeƌs to the idea of the possiďilitǇ of a sĐieŶtifiĐ foƌŵ of ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ as 
͚oďjeĐtiǀisŵ͛ ;HaŵŵeƌsleǇ, ϮϬϭϭ, ϮϬϭϭaͿ. It is Ŷot uŶusual to fiŶd that ǁheŶ ͚positiǀisŵ͛ 
is levelled as an accusation it is a caricature of the position of an opponent. The original 
͚Positiǀist͛ philosophǇ of Auguste Coŵte aƌgued foƌ the appliĐatioŶ of a ͚positiǀe͛ 
sĐieŶĐe to ŵost if Ŷot all aspeĐts of soĐietǇ. IŶ his essaǇ ͚Plan of the Scientific Work 
NeĐessaƌǇ foƌ the ‘eoƌgaŶizatioŶ of “oĐietǇ͛ Coŵte suggests that the soĐial pƌoďleŵs 
should be resolved through the application of methods from the natural sciences 
(Comte, 1822/ 1998 pp. 47-ϭϰϰͿ. Foƌ Coŵte ͚tƌuth͛ Đould ďe established with the 
objective precision which appeared possible in the natural sciences of his time.  It is 
ofteŶ this disĐƌedited idea of ͚positiǀe͛ oďjeĐtiǀitǇ ǁhiĐh is ƌejeĐted ďǇ postŵodeƌŶists. 
Coŵte͛s positiǀe ŶotioŶ of ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ is ƌaƌelǇ put foƌǁard today in its original form, 
its ŵost ĐoŵŵoŶ ŵode of eǆisteŶĐe ďǇ soŵe distaŶĐe is as aŶ ͚AuŶt “allǇ͛ pƌopositioŶ 
by which some postmodernists attack all notions of objectivity.  Laurel Richardson puts 
the argument thus: 
 
Qualitative writers are off the hook so to speak. TheǇ doŶ͛t haǀe to plaǇ God, 
writing as disembodied omniscient narrators claiming universal atemporal 
general knowledge ; they can eschew the questionable metanarrative of 
scientific objectivity and still have plenty to say as situated speakers, 
subjectivities engaged in knowing/telling about the world as they perceive it.  
(1994, p.518)  
 
Clearly there is an implication here that those working with qualitative forms of 
ƌeseaƌĐh aƌe ͚off the hook͛ ǁheŶ it Đoŵes to pƌettǇ ŵuĐh aŶǇ atteŵpt at oďjeĐtiǀitǇ. 
What appears most strangely fascinating in arguments such as this is the extraordinary 
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symmetry between the more outré propositions of postmodernism and those of the 
ŵoƌe aƌdeŶt suppoƌteƌs of ͚oďjeĐtiǀisŵ͛ ;HaŵŵeƌsleǇ, 2011 and 2011a). Both 
substantially accept the terms in which they both define eaĐh otheƌ͛s͛ outlook, aŶd 
they largely agree on the non-dialectical oppositioŶ of ͚the suďjeĐtiǀe͛ aŶd ͚the 
oďjeĐtiǀe͛. What sepaƌates ďoth the postŵodeƌŶ ͚suďjeĐtiǀists͛ aŶd the ŵost haƌd-line 
of the ͚oďjeĐtiǀists͛ is theiƌ ĐhoiĐe to staŶd oŶ oŶe side oƌ the otheƌ, of the wall they 
place between themselves.  
 
Theƌe is ĐleaƌlǇ a logiĐal Ŷeǆus liŶkiŶg the ďelief that laŶguage ͚Đƌeates soĐial ƌealitǇ͛ 
aŶd the ĐapaĐitǇ foƌ ͚suďjeĐtiǀities͛ to kŶoǁ aŶd to tell ͚aďout the ǁoƌld as theǇ 
peƌĐeiǀe it͛. Those ǁho hold the ǀieǁ that ƌealitǇ is a liŶguistiĐ ĐƌeatioŶ do Ŷot Ŷeed ͚to 
esĐheǁ the ƋuestioŶaďle ŵetaŶaƌƌatiǀe of sĐieŶtifiĐ oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛. Theƌe ǁould ďe Ŷo 
possibility of any type of objectivity existing in a world which is created, and changed  
ďǇ ͚suďjeĐtiǀities͛  ǁho oƌdeƌed thiŶgs siŵplǇ ďǇ ͚kŶoǁiŶg/telling about the world as 
they perceive it  (Richardson, 1994,  p.518).  
 
Types of Relativism 
Linked to this rejection of an objectively existing social reality, and this is what 
Richardson and others are arguing for when they claim that reality is created by 
narratives, are parallel avowals of a more general relativist philosophy and a rejection 
of all and any recognisably humanist standpoints. The logic of this is simple enough and 
goes as follows.  
 
The social world is a creation of language. Things are as they are because of language. 
We cannot appeal to anything outside of language to help us judge what is erroneous 
and what is less so. By the same token we cannot go outside of language to help us 
decide what is truthful and what is less so.  From this it follows that attempts to impose 
any universal, or even general, standard of truth outside of a specific and local 
͚disĐouƌse͛ is iƌƌatioŶal. IŶ the iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ ŵeŶtioŶ ǁas ŵade of the aƌguŵeŶts of 
some more radical social constructivists (Edwards et.al., 1995, Gergen and Gergen, 
2003) who argue along these very lines. As a concise statement of this relativism it 
would be hard to better the following:  
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The relativist, like everyone else, is under the necessity to sort out beliefs, 
accepting some and rejecting others. He will naturally have preferences and 
these typically coincide with those of otheƌs iŶ his loĐalitǇ. The ǁoƌds ͚tƌue͛ 
aŶd ͚false͛ pƌoǀide the idioŵ iŶ ǁhiĐh those eǀaluatioŶs aƌe eǆpƌessed, aŶd 
the ǁoƌds ͚ƌatioŶal͛ aŶd ͚iƌƌatioŶal͛ ǁill haǀe a siŵilaƌ fuŶĐtioŶ. ;BaƌŶes aŶd 
Bloor, 1981, p.27) 
 
Sokal and Bricmont (1998, p.87) point out that in this statement of a relativist approach 
the ǁoƌds ͚tƌue͛ aŶd ͚false͛ haǀe ďeeŶ giǀeŶ a speĐial ŵeaŶiŶg faƌ ƌeŵoǀed fƌoŵ hoǁ 
theǇ aƌe geŶeƌallǇ uŶdeƌstood iŶ ͚eǀeƌǇdaǇ life͛. As “okal aŶd BƌiĐŵoŶt poiŶt out: 
 
If I ƌegaƌd the stateŵeŶt ͚I dƌaŶk Đoffee this ŵoƌŶiŶg͛ as tƌue, I do Ŷot ŵeaŶ 
simply that I prefer to believe that I drank coffee this morning, much less that 
͚otheƌs iŶ ŵǇ loĐalitǇ͛ thiŶk that I dƌaŶk Đoffee this ŵoƌŶiŶg. ;ϭϵϵϴ, p. ϴϳͿ 
 
The tƌuth oƌ falsitǇ of the stateŵeŶt ͚I dƌaŶk Đoffee this ŵoƌŶiŶg͛ ĐaŶ ďe satisfaĐtoƌilǇ 
established on the basis of deciding what the statement means and then by judging the 
extent to which this meaning coincides with something that happened in reality. The 
tƌuthfulŶess of the stateŵeŶt ͚I dƌaŶk Đoffee this ŵoƌŶiŶg͛ ƌests oŶ its relationship to a 
ƌealitǇ ǁhiĐh eǆists oƌ eǆisted. What is iŶteƌestiŶg aďout this ͚ƌealist͛ foƌŵulatioŶ is that 
tƌuthfulŶess is iŶdeed ͚ƌelatiǀe͛ ďut this ƌelatiǀisŵ is Ŷot at the same as it is for the 
postŵodeƌŶists. Foƌ postŵodeƌŶists like Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ ͚ƌelatiǀisŵ͛ is ǁhollǇ iŶteƌŶal 
ǁithiŶ laŶguage, it is ͚Đƌeated ďǇ subjectivities engaged in knowing/telling about the 
ǁoƌld as theǇ peƌĐeiǀe it͛ ;ϭϵϵϰ, p.518).  
 
A Maƌǆist appƌoaĐh to life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk ŵust also ďe ͚ƌelatiǀist͛ ďut iŶ the seŶse that it 
explores the relationship between what is written and the wider, really existing social 
world in which those lives are lived. A Marxist approach to such life story work must 
continually establish, explore and work for, the relative congruence of the life stories as 
they are lived within their social world, and the text in which those lives are inscribed. In 
this endeavour truthfulness and meaning are established through the nature of the 
congruence between text, experience, and reality. This is, at bottom, the relationship 
between language and the real world. This relationship is mediated by history, social 
relations, culture and even individual experience, in many complex ways but these 
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ƌelatioŶships too eǆist iŶ ͚the ƌeal ǁoƌld͛.  A Maƌǆist ǀieǁpoiŶt ǁill alǁaǇs see the ƌeal 
ǁoƌld, iŶĐludiŶg the soĐial ǁoƌld, as ͚the ultimately deteƌŵiŶiŶg eleŵeŶt͛ ;EŶgels, ϭϴϵϬ, 
no page) in the relationship between this world, language, meaning and truth. What 
must not be lost sight of is that language, meaning and truth are also necessary and 
integral though not sufficient for the existence of this world.  
 
Humanism 
The worldview which informs this project would be described by some as ͚Maƌǆist 
HuŵaŶist͛. I haǀe Ŷo oďjeĐtioŶ to suĐh a desĐƌiptioŶ ďut I ǁould ǁaŶt to ŵake tǁo 
provisos. Firstly, I do not think that it is possible to understand much of Marx without 
seeing his work as being both a development within, and a culmination of, developments 
ǁithiŶ the ǁideƌ huŵaŶist tƌaditioŶ. Vieǁed this ǁaǇ the epithet ͚Maƌǆist HuŵaŶist͛ is 
soŵethiŶg of a tautologǇ. “eĐoŶdlǇ, the ͚huŵaŶist͛ paƌt of ͚Maƌǆist huŵaŶist͛ should Ŷot 
ďe takeŶ as iŶdiĐatiŶg a dilutioŶ of the ͚Maƌǆist͛ paƌt.   The phƌase ͚Maƌǆist huŵaŶist͛ 
developed important associations in the light of developments in the Soviet Union and 
with the prominence of the philosophical arguments of Louis Althusser (1969).  
 
In both official Soviet and Althusserian versions of Marxism there was a playing down of 
the part played by the philosophy of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel in the development 
of Maƌǆ͛s oǁŶ philosophǇ. This ǁas espeĐiallǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt iŶ the pƌeseŶtatioŶ of ǁhat 
Althusseƌ posited as the ͚eaƌlǇ͛ aŶd the ͚deǀeloped͛ ǁoƌk of Maƌǆ. IŶ tǁo ĐolleĐtioŶs of 
essays first published in the mid to late 1960s (Althusser, et.al., 1965/2016, and 1969)  
Althusser contended that in his developed work Marx had eradicated traces of 
͚HegeliaŶisŵ͛ fƌoŵ his philosophǇ. IŶ the “oǀiet UŶioŶ the pƌeseŶtatioŶ of Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk 
ǁas ŵassiǀelǇ iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ the ƌole of ͚Maƌǆisŵ LeŶiŶisŵ͛ as the offiĐial state ideologǇ. 
This latteƌ ǀeƌsioŶ of Maƌǆisŵ too fouŶd Maƌǆ͛s ƌelatioŶship to the ͚idealist͛ Hegel to ďe 
awkward and sought to play it down. In the light  of both of these developments and 
otheƌs it Đaŵe to suit soŵe Maƌǆists to desĐƌiďe theŵselǀes as ͚Maƌǆist huŵaŶists͛ oƌ 
eǀeŶ as ͚HegeliaŶ Maƌǆists͛. Theƌe is Ŷo Ŷeed to eǆploƌe this fuƌtheƌ here but it is only as 
this project is pulled together in the late stages of development that I notice that almost 
all, if not quite all of the Marxists mentioned in the text, whose work I have found most 
useful, take a positive view towards the idea of an iŶtiŵate liŶk ďetǁeeŶ the Maƌǆ͛s 
youthful and mature work and that of Hegel. In the cases of Lev Vygotsky, Alexander 
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Luria, and Evald Ilyenkov, the positive stance towards Hegel was clearly taken despite 
personal risk.  
 
Amongst postmodernists there is a widespread disdain for humanist world outlooks 
whether in their classical, neo classical, modern, or Marxist guises. This rejection of 
humanism is based upon rejection of all and any notions of such a thing as human 
nature; this in turn arises out of another instance of the misconceived opposition of two 
things which exist in a dialectical relationship. In this instance the opposition is between 
͚Ŷatuƌe͛ aŶd ͚Ŷuƌtuƌe͛. All foƌŵs of huŵaŶisŵ hold a ďelief iŶ soŵe oƌ otheƌ foƌŵ of 
human nature, and believe that this nature should be cultivated or developed. Most 
postŵodeƌŶists ƌejeĐt aŶǇ idea of huŵaŶ Ŷatuƌe as ͚ŵetaphǇsiĐal͛. The philosopheƌ 
Martin Heidegger  writing in 1949 puts the argument thus: 
 
Every humanism is either grounded in a metaphysics or is itself made to be 
the grounds of one. Every determination of the essence of man that already 
presupposes an interpretation of being without asking about the truth of 
Being, whether knowingly or not is metaphysical. The result is that what is 
peculiar to all metaphysics, specifically with respect to the way the essence 
of ŵaŶ is deteƌŵiŶed is that it is ͚huŵaŶistiĐ͛. ;Heideggeƌ, 1949/2003, p.178) 
 
The aƌguŵeŶt ǁhiĐh ĐaŶ ďe leǀelled agaiŶst foƌŵulatioŶs suĐh as Heideggeƌ͛s is that it 
is based on a misunderstanding of the nature of humans. These views presuppose 
͚huŵaŶ Ŷatuƌe͛ to ďe soŵe kiŶd of pƌiŵitiǀe, eǀeŶ ataǀistiĐ iŶstiŶĐt soŵethiŶg aloŶg 
the lines of an essence. In the case of Marxism human nature is seen as being 
something created, shaped, and developed socially.  Humans are themselves 
creations of and also the creators of their own societies.   
 
The pƌoďleŵ of a supposed ͚huŵaŶ esseŶĐe͛ aŶd the ƌesolutioŶ offeƌed to this ǁas a 
keǇ poiŶt iŶ Maƌǆ͛s oǁŶ iŶtelleĐtual deǀelopŵeŶt. IŶ ϭϴϰϱ he ǁas iŶǀolǀed iŶ a 
ĐƌitiƋue of the philosophǇ of Ludǁig FeueƌďaĐh, a ͚Left HegeliaŶ͛ as Maƌǆ hiŵself had 
oŶĐe ďeeŶ. As paƌt of this ĐƌitiĐisŵ Maƌǆ ǁƌote iŶ the foƌŵ of Ŷotes his ͚Theses oŶ 
FueƌďaĐh͛.  These Ŷotes ǁeƌe Ŷot puďlished iŶ his lifetiŵe aŶd ǁeƌe oŶlǇ disĐoǀeƌed 
ďǇ FƌedeƌiĐk EŶgels afteƌ Maƌǆ͛s death. Theƌe aƌe eleǀeŶ theses iŶ all, the siǆth deals 
ǁith ǁhat Maƌǆ saǁ as FueƌďaĐh͛s ŵisĐoŶĐeptioŶ of the pƌoďleŵ of ͚huŵaŶ esseŶĐe͛;   
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Feuerbach resolves the religious essence into the human essence. But the human 
essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the 
ensemble of the social relations. (Marx, 1845/1974, p.123) 
 
The ƌaŵifiĐatioŶs of the ͚huŵaŶ esseŶĐe͛ ďeiŶg ͚the eŶseŵďle of huŵaŶ ƌelatioŶs͛ aƌe faƌ 
reaching. One way of uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg ͚Capital͛ aŶd eǀeƌǇthiŶg else ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ ǁƌote ǁould ďe to 
see this ǁoƌk as dƌaǁiŶg out the iŵpliĐatioŶs of this stateŵeŶt oŶ ͚the huŵaŶ esseŶĐe͛. What is 
undeniable is that Marx holds that there is such an essence and that it is social. On this basis 
Marxism must be viewed as a humanist intellectual venture. 
 
PostmoderŶisŵ aŶd ͚GraŶd Narratiǀes͛ 
Fiƌst puďlished iŶ FƌeŶĐh iŶ ϭϵϳϵ LǇotaƌd͛s eǆteŶded essaǇ ͚The Post ModeƌŶ CoŶditioŶ: 
A ‘epoƌt oŶ KŶoǁledge͛ set the sĐeŶe foƌ ŵuĐh that ǁas to Đoŵe. IŵpoƌtaŶtlǇ LǇotaƌd 
also argued for the rejection of those intellectual ventures which were seen as being 
͚gƌaŶd Ŷaƌƌatiǀes͛. “uĐh a ƌejeĐtioŶ ǁas ŵost certainly applied to Marxism and 
humanism:   
 
In contemporary society and culture - postindustrial society, postmodern 
culture - the question of the legitimation of knowledge is formulated in 
different terms. The grand narrative has lost its credibility, regardless of what 
mode of unification it uses, regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative 
or a narrative of emancipation? (Lyotard, 1979/1984, p. 37) 
 
Rejection of humanist philosophies in all forms has become a central tenet of most 
forms of postmodernism. This is of some consequence for life story work as many of 
those working in this area see themselves as being motivated by humanist concerns, 
and paradoxically many also believe themselves to be supporters of one or another 
variant of postmodernist thinking.  There is also a wider problem here as the rejection 
of ͚gƌaŶd Ŷaƌƌatiǀes͛ of all tǇpes appeaƌs to ŵilitate agaiŶst aŶǇ ƌeasoŶaďle ďasis oŶ 
which to base a system of ethics.  
 
In what is now a classic text of life story work Ken Plummer (2001) put forward a case 
for ǁhat he teƌŵed a ͚ĐƌitiĐal huŵaŶisŵ͛. Pluŵŵeƌ is ǁell aǁaƌe that he is aƌguiŶg foƌ 
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humanism in the face of accusations that it is the justification for much that is evil. He 
poiŶts out that huŵaŶisŵ is ďlaŵed foƌ leadiŶg to ͚suďjugatioŶ͛ ;FouĐault, 1979, pp. 
159-60), colonialism and imperialism (Césaire, 1972, pp. 23-24), and for the terroristic 
imposition of truth regimes (Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiii and p.63). Although the Marxist 
huŵaŶist aƌguŵeŶts put foƌǁaƌd heƌe diffeƌ iŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt ǁaǇs to the ͚ĐƌitiĐal 
huŵaŶisŵ͛ of KeŶ Pluŵŵeƌ it is Ŷot diffiĐult to ŵake ĐoŵŵoŶ Đause.  
 
In terms of the objections of Foucault, Césaire, and Lyotard to humanism it should be 
sufficient to present, for the moment, a short and simple argument. It is undoubtedly 
true that some of the most terrible chapters in human history including Nazism, the 
trans- Atlantic slave trade, and colonialism were routinely justified through arguments 
ĐouĐhed iŶ teƌŵs ǁhiĐh ŵight ďƌoadlǇ ďe desĐƌiďed as ͚huŵaŶist͛.  OfteŶ teƌƌiďle 
thiŶgs ǁeƌe, aŶd still aƌe justified, as ďeiŶg paƌt  of a ͚ĐiǀilisiŶg͛ ŵissioŶ, the ďƌiŶgiŶg 
of light to dark places, the fulfilment of a legal ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ, oƌ eǀeŶ the ͚‘ight to 
PƌoteĐt͛. To oppose huŵaŶisŵ oŶ the gƌouŶds that it has ďeeŶ used as a Đloak foƌ eǀil 
is Ŷo ŵoƌe ƌeasoŶaďle thaŶ it ǁould ďe to oppose ͚ĐiǀilisatioŶ͛,͛ light͛, ͚laǁ͛ oƌ 
͚pƌoteĐtioŶ͛ oŶ the gƌouŶds that theǇ too have been used to put a positive gloss on 
malfeasance.      
 
In this thesis the underlying argument against much postmodernist thinking is that if 
ǁe ƌejeĐt all ͚gƌaŶd Ŷaƌƌatiǀes͛,͛ tƌuth Đlaiŵs͛, ͚huŵaŶisŵ͛ aŶd ͚sĐieŶĐe͛ ǁe aƌe also 
substantially rejectiŶg  ŵuĐh of the idea of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛  as it is geŶeƌallǇ uŶdeƌstood.  
 
To saǇ that soŵe postŵodeƌŶist thiŶkiŶg ƌeduĐes suďstaŶtiallǇ the idea of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ 
is a substantial claim. For the moment it is sufficient to draw attention to the fuller 
implications foƌ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ tǁo of the postŵodeƌŶ aƌguŵeŶts alƌeadǇ Ƌuoted 
above. The first is from Laurel Richardson:  
 
͚DiffeƌeŶt laŶguages aŶd diffeƌeŶt disĐouƌses ǁithiŶ a giǀeŶ laŶguage diǀide 
up the world and give it meaning in ways that are not reducible to one 
aŶotheƌ͛ ;‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ, ϭϵϵϰ, p.518) 
 
The seĐoŶd is the Đlaiŵ of BaƌŶes aŶd Blooƌ ƌepeated ďeloǁ aďout the ŵeaŶiŶg of ͚tƌue͛ 
aŶd ͚false͛, ͚ƌatioŶal͛ aŶd iƌƌatioŶal͛ ďeiŶg little ŵoƌe thaŶ a ŵatteƌ of ͚loĐal pƌefeƌeŶĐe͛. 
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The relativist, like everyone else, is under the necessity to sort out beliefs, 
accepting some and rejecting others. He will naturally have preferences and 
these tǇpiĐallǇ ĐoiŶĐide ǁith those of otheƌs iŶ his loĐalitǇ. The ǁoƌds ͚tƌue͛ 
aŶd ͚false͛ pƌoǀide the idioŵ iŶ ǁhiĐh those eǀaluatioŶs are expressed, and 
the ǁoƌds ͚ƌatioŶal͛ aŶd ͚iƌƌatioŶal͛ ǁill haǀe a siŵilaƌ fuŶĐtioŶ. ;BaƌŶes aŶd 
Bloor, 1981, p.27) 
 
In both of these cases the argument is being put forward that there is little or no 
ĐhaŶĐe foƌ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ to tƌaŶsĐeŶd diffeƌeŶt laŶguages, genres or locality. If this is 
ĐoƌƌeĐt theŶ the idea of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ has ďeeŶ ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh ƌeduĐed to soŵethiŶg oŶlǇ 
communicable within relatively narrow circles.   
 
It is Ƌuite tƌue to saǇ that the ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ of soŵethiŶg iŶ oŶe laŶguage oƌ eǀeŶ iŶ oŶe 
discourse cannot be reduced to the exact same meaning in another language or 
discourse. At one level the statement is no more than a tautology pointing out nothing 
more than that different languages and different discourses are different. But there is a 
deeper implication in what Richardson saying, and this rests on the idea of what she 
iŶteŶds ďǇ the ǁoƌd ͚ƌeduĐiďle͛. The poiŶt is that ǁhile diffeƌeŶt laŶguages aŶd 
different genres cannot be reduced to each other translation between languages and 
genres is eminently possible.  There is often a loss of nuance or implication within 
translation but on the whole it works. If we take the famously untranslatable German 
teƌŵ ͚BilduŶg͛ it is possiďle iŶ EŶglish to ďuild up appƌoǆiŵatioŶ to its ŵeaŶiŶg. Quite 
possiblǇ the full Đultuƌal iŵpliĐatioŶs of ͚BilduŶg͛ do Ŷot eǆist iŶ EŶglish ďut it is possiďle 
to learn about how the term works in German.  Languages and genres do not need to 
be reducible one to another for meanings to be negotiated between them. The 
͚loĐalitǇ͛ aƌguŵeŶt of BaƌŶes aŶd Bloor (Barnes and Bloor, 1981, p.27) is a variant of 
that made by Richardson it can also be countered in a similar way. It is perfectly 
possible for meanings to be more or less satisfactorily negotiated, shared and 
communicated between languages, genres and localities.  This communication might 
never be simple, might never be complete and sometimes might not be possible, but 
this is very different to claiming categorically that it cannot happen.  
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In life story work it is often possible to find that the story tellers experience a great 
pleasure in seeing their story told. In reading a text which represents their life those 
whose stories are told see a value in what they have communicated; there is a 
͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ theiƌ life.   
 
Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ states that ͚ǁe aƌe foƌtuŶate, Ŷoǁ, to ďe ǁoƌkiŶg iŶ a postŵodeƌŶist 
Đliŵate͛ ;ϭϵϵϰ, p.517). She and others often talk about the liberating nature of their 
form of postmodern criticism but it is hard to understand what this liberation might 
mean given the scope of what it rejects. According to Tacitus the Scottish chieftain 
CalgaĐus said of the ‘oŵaŶ paĐifiĐatioŶ of his hoŵelaŶd ͚theǇ ŵake a deseƌt aŶd Đall it 
peaĐe͛; iŶ iŶtelleĐtual teƌŵs postŵodeƌŶ liďeƌatioŶ might appear to offer something 
similar. 
 
A Literature Review? 
IŶ tǁo ĐoŵpaŶioŶ ǁoƌks ǁhiĐh featuƌe oŶ ŵaŶǇ Đouƌses foƌ ͚‘eseaƌĐh Methods͛ at 
post gƌaduate leǀel Chƌis Haƌt disĐusses hoǁ to do a ͚Liteƌatuƌe ‘eǀieǁ͛ aŶd a 
͚Liteƌatuƌe “eaƌĐh͛ ;Haƌt, ϭϵϵϴ, 2ϬϬϭͿ. Haƌt͛s ďooks eǆplaiŶ to studeŶts the puƌposes of 
the search and review. Hart states that a primary purpose of the review is to; 
 
... demonstrate skills in library searching; to show command of the subject 
area and understanding of the problem: to justify the research topic, design 
and methodology. (Hart, 1998, p. 13)  
 
This statement receives the backing of David Silverman who is seen by many as the 
doyen of British qualitative research. Silverman, directly addressing research 
students, makes the obseƌǀatioŶ that  ͚OŶĐe Ǉou staƌt to see Ǉouƌ liteƌatuƌe ƌeǀieǁ as 
dialogiĐ ƌatheƌ thaŶ a ŵeƌe ƌepliĐatioŶ of otheƌ people͛s ǁƌitiŶg Ǉou aƌe goiŶg iŶ the 
ƌight diƌeĐtioŶ͛;“ilǀeƌŵaŶ, ϮϬϬϱ, p.ϮϵϱͿ. This ͚dialogiĐ͛ ƋualitǇ of a liteƌatuƌe ƌeǀieǁ 
will be to the fore in what follows. The form of presentation will try to capture the 
pƌoĐess ďǇ ǁhiĐh ŵǇ ͚ƌeadiŶg͛ aŶd the ͚data͛  estaďlished thƌough the ƌeseaƌĐh 
project were brought together to develop each other.   
 
Foƌ Haƌt the puƌpose of the ͚liteƌatuƌe seaƌĐh͛ lies iŶ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s: 
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... need to become completely familiar with your topic. This means searching 
out, obtaining and then reading as much as possible in the time you have 
available. (Hart, C. 2001, p. 2) 
 
Anyone familiar with research will no doubt have reason to pause and reflect when 
ƌeadiŶg this foƌŵula; the ƌeal ǁoƌld iŵpliĐatioŶs of the ǁoƌds ͚possiďle͛ aŶd ͚tiŵe͛ aƌe 
grave. It is also interesting to consider other dimensions of the statements made by 
Hart, for although he is often considered to be very orthodox he actually presents a 
ǀieǁ of liteƌatuƌe seaƌĐh aŶd ƌeǀieǁ ǁhiĐh goes ďeǇoŶd the ͚displaǇ͛ of ͚sĐholaƌlǇ skills͛ 
(Silverman, 2005, p.ϮϵϱͿ. Theƌe is a Ŷeed to shoǁ aŶ ͚uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the pƌoďleŵ͛ 
ǁhiĐh has ŵotiǀated the ƌeseaƌĐh aŶd ͚to justifǇ͛ aŶd ͚ďeĐoŵe ĐoŵpletelǇ faŵiliaƌ ǁith 
the ͚ƌeseaƌĐh topiĐ͛. With a little iŵagiŶatioŶ to take us outside the ǁalls of the liďƌaƌǇ 
the idea of ͚seaƌĐhiŶg out͛ Ŷot oŶlǇ teǆts ďut also stoƌies aŶd opiŶioŶs ďeĐoŵes Ƌuite 
exciting. Life story work must to a large degree happen outside of the library, the 
materials from which it is made cannot be gathered in a place where, for good reason, 
silence is maintained.  
 
Haƌt͛s pƌesĐƌiptioŶs togetheƌ ǁith “ilǀeƌŵaŶ͛s ƌeĐoŵŵeŶdatioŶ to ďeĐoŵe ͚dialogiĐ͛ 
can be reordered to justify the approach to literature search and review which will be 
taken here. In what follows a type of literature review will be presented as a story of 
the intellectual origins of this thesis.  As with all such projects this one has a life story. It 
is not unusual to find PhD. students, who when talking about their doctoral work 
employ vocabulary more often associated with family life or fecundity. PhDs often pass 
thƌough a ŵoŵeŶt of ͚iŶĐeptioŶ͛ Ŷeǆt folloǁs a peƌiod ǁheŶ ǁhat ǁill ďe keǇ ideas 
͚geƌŵiŶate͛ aŶd theŶ ͚take ƌoot͛. At soŵe poiŶt afteƌ this theƌe is ofteŶ a tiŵe of 
͚gestatioŶ͛ ǁhile the pƌojeĐt deǀelops, theƌe ŵight ďe a ͚ŶuƌtuƌiŶg͛, soŵetiŵes a 
͚ďlossoŵiŶg͛ theŶ a ͚ĐoŵiŶg to fƌuitioŶ͛.  WoǀeŶ thƌough this feƌtilitǇ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe theƌe is 
often a parallel story set in terms which evoke the tribulations of all long term 
ƌelatioŶships it is Ŷot uŶusual to heaƌ people saǇ that ͚I ofteŶ thought of just dropping it 
aŶd ǁalkiŶg aǁaǇ͛ oƌ ͚I eǀeŶtuallǇ ƌealised that I ǁould just haǀe to get oŶ ǁith it͛. If 
such metaphors are justifiable, their ubiquity might indicate that they are, then we 
ŵight also talk aďout the ͚life histoƌǇ͛ of a thesis.  
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Taking this idea further we might imagine this text as a young adult and in this chapter 
something of the family history, the ancestors, and the genomic dimensions will be 
represented with a view to explaining why it looks like it does and possesses a certain 
temperament and outlook.  
 
This is ǁhat lies ďehiŶd the use of the ǁoƌd ͚aŶteĐedeŶts͛ iŶ the title. The puƌpose of 
the chapters with this in their title is that they are intended to tell the reader 
soŵethiŶg aďout the ͚spaĐe͛ ;to use a term in the same way as Lefebvre ) from which it 
originates.  IŶ takiŶg this ͚aŶteĐedeŶt͛ appƌoaĐh to the liteƌatuƌe seaƌĐh aŶd ƌeǀieǁ it is 
important to understand that it works back from a more or less established starting 
point.  
 
It was only at the time that the thesis took on a more or less well defined direction that 
it could be said which readings had played a part in its direction, and how they had 
played a part. Of course the reverse process has also been extremely important. In the 
course of preparing the thesis texts have been read which might not have been read in 
other circumstances. To read new texts in the light of this project is not however such a 
surprising activity as that of re-understanding the arguments and thinking in books and 
articles which were once familiar in other ways.  
 
Overall when surveying the main thrust of the project I am struck by how much 
influence has been exerted by texts I read before I had begun life history work, and 
how much the impact of these texts has changed in the light of their being viewed from 
a different vantage point. In many cases these texts have been re-read in the light of 
work for this project and largely new understandings have emerged. To return to books 
read many years before and to realise how much was missed in earlier readings is at 
once illuminating and unsettling. 
 
It has already been said that this chapter should be seen as dialogic in intention. All rich 
dialogue is not only conducted with an (in this case a largely imagined) external 
interlocutor, but must also have an important internal dimension with the 
interlocutors, not only addressing each other but also themselves.  I too am trying to 
simultaneously formulate, present and understand, what it is I want to say and why I 
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want to say it.   This is stated openly and perhaps in contravention of the normal rules 
of the ͚ŵethodologǇ Đhapteƌ͛ geŶƌe.  
 
Silverman makes a remark about the purpose of a literature review which might not 
ƌeǀeal its full iŵpoƌtaŶĐe oŶ fiƌst ďeiŶg ƌead ͚AŶǇ liteƌatuƌe ƌeǀieǁ ĐoŶŶeĐted ǁith a 
piece of research has as much to do with the issue of generalizability as with displaying 
Ǉouƌ aĐadeŵiĐ ĐƌedeŶtials͛. ;“ilǀeƌŵaŶ, 2005, p.295, emphasis as in original) 
 
It is pƌeĐiselǇ this poiŶt aďout ͚geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ͛ ǁhiĐh soŵe see as aŶ AĐhilles͛ heel of 
life story work (Fieldhouse, 1996, 1997). It is very difficult in life story work to interview 
and produce the life stories of large samples of people, it simply takes too much time 
(Evans, 2004, pp. 67-68).  
 
Life story research usually focuses on a relatively small number of life stories. Among 
critics of this method of research it is argued (more often than not sotto voce)  that if a 
study is made of a particular life or a small number of lives then, by definition, there 
will be problems of the generalisability of such a study. It is intended to show how, at 
its best, work in the area of life stories or auto/biography accepts this problem and 
through grappling with it produces studies which reveal the dialectical workings of the 
general and the specific. A small number of life stories properly analysed will reveal 
much of the relationship between and interpenetration of the social, cultural, and 
political with the individual or personal. It is precisely this type of relationship which is 
referred to as the philosophǇ of ͚iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs͛ ;OllŵaŶ, ϭϵϳϬ, pp.227-42, Sayers, 
1990). 
 
Fundamentally the philosophy of internal relations holds that all phenomena, whether 
material or ideal, are constituted by the relations they have with other phenomena and 
within themselves. In our particular case of the life story a life might be viewed as being 
Đoŵposed of a ŵǇƌiad of ͚iŶteƌŶal͛ deǀelopŵeŶts aŶd also ďǇ the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh the 
same life stands in relation to a culture and society. It should already be apparent that 
the life stoƌǇ is aŶ iŶteƌestiŶg eǆaŵple foƌ the philosophǇ of ͚iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs͛ as iŶ a 
human life the natural, the social, the particular and the general all exist as expressions 
of each other.    
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Approaching the same issue from a different perspective Hollway and Jefferson (2000) 
argue that a small sample approached with careful treatment of the individual 
differences (derived from such factors as age, gender, and context) between the people 
in the sample might well produce more insight than a larger scale survey in which 
individual differences  are either ignored or aggregated. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
developed an approach to scientific study which had at its centre the development of a 
deeper understanding between the general and the specific. He developed this in part 
because he believed that the tendency of other scientists to aggregate, and thereby 
eliminate, individual difference would lead science astray.  
 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
Both Goethe and Balzac in different ways demonstrate something of how the 
philosophǇ of iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs ŵight ďe applied to the idea of ͚geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ͛ iŶ life 
history work. The case against life history, or auto/biographically based approaches to 
social studies usually rests on the claims that small populations cannot be taken as 
representative and that we cannot generalise from such small samples. For Goethe 
;aŶd lateƌ foƌ Hegel aŶd MaƌǆͿ this pƌoďleŵ of ͚geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ͛ ǁoƌked ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh iŶ 
the opposite direction, the basic contention being that it is from the careful study of 
the particular that we proceed to the general.  
 
In the case of Marx the study of the particular was important as it was the only way to 
approach the more general. The classic example of this for Marx would be the way in 
which in his ǁƌitiŶg of ͚Capital͛ he staƌts ǁith aŶ aŶalǇsis of ǁhat he sees as its uŶit:   
 
The wealth of those societies in which the capitalist mode of production 
pƌeǀails, pƌeseŶts itself as ͞aŶ iŵŵeŶse aĐĐuŵulatioŶ of Đoŵŵodities,͟ its 
unit being a single commodity. Our investigation must therefore begin with 
the analysis of a commodity. (Marx, 1887/1990, p127) 
 
 Maƌǆ afteƌ Ǉeaƌs of stƌuggliŶg, ǁith ďoth the suďjeĐt ŵatteƌ of ͚Capital͛ aŶd its 
presentation, starts with the commodity. The next few thousand pages begin to deal 
with its implications.   
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For Marx moving away from the particular, if sight was lost of the way in which the 
particular always exists in interconnection with other things, led to generalisations 
being abstract. Earlier in this chapter mention was made of the complex relationship 
between the thought of Marx and Hegel. Both Marx and Hegel were familiar with the 
ǁoƌk of Goethe. It is Ŷot diffiĐult to see hoǁ Maƌǆ͛s appƌoaĐh to the ͚ĐoŵŵoditǇ͛ iŶ 
͚Capital͛ ŵight ďe Đoŵpaƌed to Goethe͛s ͚Urphänomen͛. 
 
The Urphänomen 
AŶ esseŶtial featuƌe of Goethe͛s appƌoaĐh to ͚sĐieŶĐe͛ ǁas his ĐoŶteŶtioŶ that it should 
ďe ďased oŶ ͚a deliĐate foƌŵ of eŵpiƌiĐisŵ ǁhiĐh eŶteƌs iŶto the Đlosest uŶioŶ ǁith its 
oďjeĐt aŶd is theƌefoƌe tƌaŶsfoƌŵed iŶto aŶ aĐtual theoƌǇ͛ ;Goethe, 1833/1998, p.75.). 
Here the message of Goethean science for life history work is particular clear: a 
Ŷaǀigaďle path to a deǀeloped uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚the soĐial͛ ŵaǇ ďe ďased oŶ the 
delicate empirical study of the lives of individuals. 
 
The issue of generalisability itself should be seen as being embedded (again, an 
eǆaŵple of the ͚philosophǇ of iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs͛Ϳ iŶ ǁideƌ pƌoďleŵs of episteŵologǇ 
and ontology. Generalisability cannot be taken as a self evident concept. What is 
uŶdeƌstood ďǇ the ǁoƌd ͚geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ͛ itself leads us to a theoƌǇ of kŶoǁledge. As 
Goethe eǆplaiŶed eǀeŶ the siŵplest ŶotiŶg of a ͚faĐt͛ alƌeadǇ iŵplies soŵethiŶg that it 
is to be understood within some type of theoretical framework  
 
Everything factual is already theory: to understand this would be the 
greatest possible achievement. The blueness of the sky reveals the basic law 
of ĐhƌoŵatiĐs. DoŶ͛t go lookiŶg foƌ aŶǇthiŶg ďeǇoŶd pheŶoŵeŶa: theǇ aƌe 
themselves what they teach, the doctrine. (Goethe, 1796/1998, p.77) 
 
From the point of view of a GoetheaŶ appƌoaĐh to ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ studǇ͛ it ĐaŶ ďe seeŶ that a 
small number of life stories carefully examined might be a productive basis from which 
to pƌoĐeed iŶ a ͚geŶeƌalisiŶg͛ diƌeĐtioŶ. This is Ŷot at all to Đlaiŵ that fƌoŵ the studǇ of 
a few lives alone that a view of the whole universe of the social or the psychological can 
be formed. In the approach to life story work taken here the lives studied are the 
principle points of departure from which to move towards the social. At the same time 
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there is of course a wealth of knowledge already available in the form of theory which 
is to be utilised in order to move from the general back to the particular.  
 
How well the general fits with the particular and how a knowledge and understanding 
of each informs and deepens our understanding of the other is an important test of the 
veracity and utility of our theories as they relate to both the general and the particular. 
It was precisely this type of movement between the general and the particular which 
Liz “taŶleǇ ƌefeƌƌed to ǁheŶ she poiŶted out that ͚if stƌuĐtuƌal aŶalǇses do Ŷot ǁoƌk at 
the leǀel of paƌtiĐulaƌ liǀes theŶ theǇ do Ŷot ǁoƌk at all͛ ;ϭϵϵϮ, p.ϱϬͿ. AŶ argument 
entirely in keeping with those made earlier by Goethe.    
 
Today it sounds more than a little strange to talk about the merging of science and 
poetƌǇ ďut this ǁas aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt paƌt of Goethe͛s thiŶkiŶg. At the Đoƌe of his appƌoaĐh 
to the study of natural phenomena there is a belief that understanding may only be 
achieved through investigations and contemplation which combine aesthetic 
judgements with what Goethe saw as scientific rigour. At the heart of what Goethe saw 
as being the essence of scientific rigour was the training of the scientist to observe.  
 
In his ground breaking and widely respected study of plants Goethe (1790/2009)  
eŵploǇed ǁhat he Đalled a ͚geŶetiĐ ŵethod͛ aloŶgside ǁhat aƌe ŵost defiŶitelǇ 
aesthetic judgements and ways of classification. This should not be confused with the 
modern science of genetics but is based on an approach to study which traces lines of 
developŵeŶt ďaĐk to ǁhat Goethe saǁ as the aƌĐhetǇpal foƌŵ, the ͚UƌphäŶoŵeŶ͛. IŶ 
some of the notes for his study of plants sometime after 1786 Goethe outlined in the 
following way how he would apply this genetic method: 
 
If I look at the created object, inquire into its creation and follow this process 
back as far as I can, I will find a series of steps. Since these are not actually 
seen together before me, I must visualize them in my memory so that they 
form a certain ideal whole. 
At first I will tend to think in terms of steps, but nature leaves no gaps, and 
thus, in the end, I will have to see this progression of uninterrupted activity 
as a whole. I can do so by dissolving the particular without dissolving the 
impression itself. (Goethe, 1790/1998, p.105) 
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The ͚dissolǀiŶg͛ ǁhiĐh Goethe talks aďout heƌe is the pƌoĐess ďǇ ǁhiĐh the sĐieŶtist 
moves from the particular case to a more general impression. This is to be achieved by 
observing what is general in each particular case; the general picture is produced by 
dissolving the particular into the general. Here Goethe is talking about plant physiology 
but this could be applied to any area of his studies.  
 
There are obviously very important and illuminating ways in which the method Goethe 
proposes here might be applied to the study of life histories. We might consider each life 
stoƌǇ as a ͚Đƌeated oďjeĐt͛ iŶ the ǁaǇ Goethe desĐƌiďed. IŶ the Ŷaƌƌatiǀes fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh the 
life stories are created incidents and events are interwoven with explanations and 
interpretations etĐ., these ŵust theŶ ďe ͚ǀisualised͛ so that theǇ foƌŵ a ͚ĐeƌtaiŶ ideal 
ǁhole͛.  Vaƌious stoƌies ŵaǇ iŶ tuƌŶ ďe ďƌought togetheƌ, juǆtaposed aŶd sǇŶthesised 
ǁith a ͚geŶtle eŵpiƌiĐisŵ͛ ǁhiĐh ŵust also ƌeĐogŶise aŶd ƌespeĐt eaĐh stoƌǇ͛s 
individuality. When Goethe talks aďout ͚dissolǀiŶg the paƌtiĐulaƌ ǁithout dissolǀiŶg the 
iŵpƌessioŶ itself͛ he is desĐƌiďiŶg aŶ aspeĐt of his sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵethod iŶ ǁhiĐh the seaƌĐh 
foƌ the ͚UƌphäŶoŵeŶ͛, oƌ aƌĐhetǇpal foƌŵ, is a keǇ pƌoĐess iŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg the foƌŵ of 
each particular occurrence of a phenomena.  In a very real sense the six life stories 
presented in this study are examined with a view to discovering something similar to an 
͚UƌphaŶoŵeŶ͛.  Goethe ǁhilst lookiŶg foƌ the ͚UƌphäŶoŵeŶ͛ also ďelieǀes that the 
scientist ŵust ǁoƌk siŵultaŶeouslǇ ǁith ͚gestalteŶ͛ oƌ Đoŵplete shapes, figuƌes oƌ 
Đoŵpleǆes. IŶ his ͚Maǆiŵs aŶd ‘efleĐtioŶs͛ fiƌst puďlished posthuŵouslǇ sooŶ afteƌ his 
death in 1832 Goethe describes the relationship of the general to the specific in 
aphoristic verse form: 
 
What is general?  
The individual case 
What is specific?  
Millions of cases 
(Goethe 1833/1998, Reflection 558) 
 
The above maxim is one of many which Goethe set down during the latter part of his 
life which deals with the relationship between the individual or particular and the 
general. For Goethe the particular is always an expression of the general and very 
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importantly the general can only exist in particular cases. Elsewhere in the same 
ĐolleĐtioŶ of ŵaǆiŵs Goethe states that ͚The general and the particular coincide; the 
paƌtiĐulaƌ is the geŶeƌal ŵade ŵaŶifest uŶdeƌ diffeƌeŶt ĐoŶditioŶs͛ ;Goethe, 1833, 
p.76Ϳ. This idea, so pƌeǀaleŶt iŶ Goethe͛s thought, is eǆtƌeŵelǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt foƌ life stoƌǇ 
work.  
 
IŶ teƌŵs of geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ Goethe͛s ǁoƌk ŵight ǁell giǀe pause to those ǁho aƌgue 
that geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ is Ŷot possiďle ǁithout laƌge saŵple sizes. Goethe͛s aƌgument is 
that generalisability is not possible without very close observation of all that is deemed 
to be particular in any given case. It is only the close study of the particular which 
allows for the postulation of what might be considered to be truly generalisable.  
 
Goethe urges scientists, or any other systematic observer to closely study individual 
pheŶoŵeŶa iŶ oƌdeƌ to gƌasp the ƌeal life ŵaŶifestatioŶs of ͚the geŶeƌal͛. Foƌ Goethe 
the general is in essence an abstraction from the particular. Here abstraction would be 
the process by which we look at many particular cases of certain types and then try to 
see which features of these cases are also general. Goethe put it this way in an article 
first written in 1792 but not published until 1823: 
 
In living nature nothing happens that is not in connection with a whole. When 
experiences appear to us in isolation or when we look at experiments as 
presenting only isolated facts, that is not to say that the facts are indeed 
isolated. The question is: how do we find the connections between 
phenomena or within a given situation? (Goethe, 1792/2010, p.22)  
 
Goethe͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the ƌelatioŶship of the paƌtiĐulaƌ to the geŶeƌal aŶd his 
iŶsisteŶĐe oŶ studǇiŶg ͚gestalteŶ͛ led to hiŵ opposiŶg aŶ appƌoaĐh to sĐieŶĐe which 
took as central to its method the isolation of elements from the whole. It was on this 
ďasis that Goethe faŵouslǇ ĐƌitiĐised NeǁtoŶ͛s appƌoaĐh to the studǇ of light ǁhiĐh 
relied on breaking light down into what the latter posited as constituent colours of the 
spectrum.  
 
IŶ the paƌtiĐulaƌ Đase of the studǇ of light it is salutaƌǇ to kŶoǁ that Goethe͛s appƌoaĐh 
to colour has achieved a certain type of dominance in the world of art. J.M.W. Turner 
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ƌeĐeiǀed aŶ eaƌlǇ ĐopǇ of Goethe͛s ͚TheoƌǇ of Colouƌ͛ and may indeed have contributed 
to its translation into English (Hamilton, J., 1997, p. 289). Certainly there can be little 
douďt that Goethe͛s theoƌies guided TuƌŶeƌ iŶ his oǁŶ atteŵpts to ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate the 
sublime through the medium of colour (Finley, 1997). The sublime would scarcely be a 
category permitted by Newton.  
 
In his approach to the scientific study of colour, plants, and other subjects  Goethe 
always believed that a true appreciation and understanding could only be achieved  if 
what might be called the ͚affeĐtiǀe͛ diŵeŶsioŶ ǁas also ĐoŵpƌeheŶded. This ŵight go 
soŵe ǁaǇ to eǆplaiŶiŶg ǁhǇ ͚sĐieŶĐe͛ adopted NeǁtoŶ͛s appƌoaĐh to the studǇ of light 
and colour whilst among artists it is Goethe who is seen as offering a more productive 
approach. Life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk has alǁaǇs stƌessed the ͚affeĐtiǀe͛ diŵeŶsioŶ of 
comprehension and investigation. At the core of most life story work there is the 
intention of developing empathy with others whilst working within an academic frame.  
 
BeaƌiŶg iŶ ŵiŶd Goethe͛s appƌoach to science it must also be mentioned that Goethe 
pƌoduĐed ǁhat ŵight ǁell ďe takeŶ as the fiƌst ŵodeƌŶ autoďiogƌaphǇ. Goethe͛s 
autobiography, published in instalments over more than twenty years finally emerged 
in 1833 (Goethe, 1833). It is interesting to Ŷote that Goethe gaǀe the title ͚Aus Meinem 
LeďeŶ: DiĐhtuŶg uŶd Wahƌheit͛ ;Fƌoŵ ŵǇ life: poetƌǇ aŶd tƌuthͿ to this autoďiogƌaphǇ. 
This  poses difficulties to translators as there are deliberate ambiguities in the original 
GeƌŵaŶ. ͚DiĐhtuŶg͛ ŵight ǁell ďe tƌaŶslated as eitheƌ ͚poetƌǇ͛ oƌ ͚fiĐtioŶ͛. If ǁe take 
Goethe͛s ǁoƌk as a keǇ eǆaŵple of eaƌlǇ ŵodeƌŶ ďiogƌaphǇ it is iŶtƌiguiŶg to ƌealise 
that Goethe hiŵself ǁished to poiŶt out the pƌoďleŵatiĐ Ŷatuƌe of ͚tƌuth͛ iŶ this geŶƌe.  
In this autobiography Goethe also drew attention to the need for biography to be 
ďased oŶ ͚ǁhat is sĐaƌĐelǇ attaiŶaďle͛ the Ŷeed foƌ the ǁƌiteƌ to ͚kŶoǁ hiŵself aŶd his 
age͛ ďeĐause ͚the ŵaiŶ oďjeĐt of ďiogƌaphǇ, ;isͿ - to exhibit the man in relation to the 
featuƌes of his tiŵe͛ (Goethe,1833/2008, p. xxviii - xxix).  This latter motivation also 
plaǇed aŶ eŶoƌŵous paƌt iŶ Goethe͛s ďest kŶoǁŶ dƌaŵatiĐ ĐƌeatioŶ ͚Faust͛. If ͚Aus 
Meinem Leben͛ is ĐlassiĐallǇ autoďiogƌaphiĐal theŶ ͚Faust͛ is iŶ laƌge paƌt a dƌaŵatiĐ 
ƌeŶdeƌiŶg of Goethe͛s ͚ƌelatioŶ to the featuƌes of his tiŵe͛.  
 
Goethe is generally seen as being a key person in the movement known today as 
͚Weiŵaƌ ClassiĐisŵ͛. This ŵoǀeŵeŶt ƌepƌesented the development of a progressive 
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form of humanism on German soil. In this respect too it is important to look at   
Goethe͛s ŵethod of studǇiŶg the ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ as the foƌŵ of eǆisteŶĐe of the ͚geŶeƌal͛ as 
this is also closely related to his understanding of and belief in the values of 
͚huŵaŶisŵ͛. EƌiĐh Fƌoŵŵ, ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh ǁith Goethe iŶ ŵiŶd, defiŶed huŵaŶisŵ as ͚belief 
iŶ the uŶitǇ of the huŵaŶ ƌaĐe aŶd ŵaŶ͛s poteŶtial to peƌfeĐt hiŵself ďǇ his oǁŶ 
effoƌts͛ ;Fƌoŵŵ, ϭϵϲϱ, p.vii) this brief definition could certainly be questioned but it 
does ĐoŶtaiŶ soŵe of the keǇ teŶets of ŵost foƌŵs of ͚huŵaŶisŵ͛. IŶ ͚Faust͛ Goethe 
seeks to show the fate of mankind in the interplay between the two ambiguous 
characters of Faust and Mephistopheles the entire play in this regard becomes a 
tƌeatise oŶ ͚huŵaŶisŵ͛. Elseǁheƌe Goethe pƌoŵotes ǁhat he sees as the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of 
human reason and truth in allowing humans to learn how to live in their world: 
 
The reasonable world is to be seen as a great individual not subject to 
mortality and forever bringing about what is needed, in this way even 
mastering chance events. (Goethe, 1833/1998, p. 57)  
 
Goethe͛s ĐoŶĐept of huŵaŶisŵ is dialeĐtiĐal iŶ that it is ďased oŶ the ƌelatioŶship 
between the potential of individuals to realise their humanity within a particular social 
and cultural context and in reverse recognises the effect of particular historic settings 
to ĐoŶditioŶ ͚huŵaŶitǇ͛. Goethe͛s outlook ǁas eǆpƌessed ďǇ Koƌff aŶ eŵiŶeŶt Goethe 
scholar in the following way: 
 
Man carries within himself not only his individuality but all of humanity, with 
all its potentialities, although he can realize these potentialities in only a 
limited way because of the external limitations of his individual 
eǆisteŶĐe.͟;Koƌff, ϭϵϱϴ, p. 123) 
 
What might ďe said to suŵ up Goethe͛s plaĐe iŶ the uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk 
presented here? Goethe would not have seen a barrier existing between his own 
scientific studies on one hand and his literary, dramatic and poetical works (including 
his autobiography). Indeed for Goethe the creation of any such barrier would have 
been seen as destructive of the possibility of attaining understanding through the 
puƌsuit of kŶoǁledge iŶ aŶǇ paƌtiĐulaƌ aƌea. Goethe͛s sĐieŶĐe ƌelied upoŶ the 
cultivation of aesthetic appreciation whilst he also saw attempts at artistic 
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comprehension of the world as necessarily relying upon a particular approach to 
scientific method. But in this present context what is of greatest importance is that 
Goethe͛s ǁhole ŵethod ďased aƌouŶd the careful study of individual cases provides a 
reasonable rationale for life story work.  
 
Balzac 
Goethe saǁ the task of the ǁƌiteƌ as ďeiŶg to ͚kŶoǁ hiŵself aŶd his age͛ ;Goethe, 
1833/2008, p.5). If this measure is taken as the yardstick by which to assess the stature 
of a writer then Honoré de Balzac is a colossus.  Balzac is considered by many to be 
perhaps one of the greatest among the great names of nineteenth century fiction such 
as Stendhal, Eliot, Dickens, Zola, Dostoyevsky, and Tolstoy.  There were undoubtedly 
͚ƌealist͛ ǁƌiteƌs ďefoƌe BalzaĐ ďut he ŵoƌe thaŶ peƌhaps aŶǇoŶe else ŵight ďe 
considered the first self-ĐoŶsĐiouslǇ ͚ƌealist͛ ǁƌiteƌ.  
 
To draw out the importance of Balzac to this project an analysis will be presented of a 
sĐeŶe ǁhiĐh oĐĐuƌs at the eŶd of ͚Old Goƌiot͛, HoŶoƌĠ de BalzaĐ͛s Ŷoǀel of ϭϴϯϱ 
(Balzac1835/2011). This scene has been commented on by many writers including 
David Harvey (2006, p.51) who draws attention to BalzaĐ͛s ĐapaĐitǇ to Đaptuƌe aŶd 
Đƌeate the ͚phǇsiogŶoŵǇ aŶd ĐhaƌaĐteƌ of the ĐitǇ͛ iŶ this Đase Paƌis.  
 
The scene occurs in the Pére Lachaise cemetery in the year 1819 four years after the 
defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo. The Bourbon monarchy has been restored and much 
of PaƌisiaŶ high soĐietǇ is ;at least iŶ BalzaĐ͛s ǀieǁͿ ĐhaƌaĐteƌised ďǇ ĐoƌƌuptioŶ aŶd 
cynical calculation. A kindly retired tradesŵaŶ kŶoǁŶ as ͚Old Goƌiot͛ is ďeiŶg ďuƌied; he 
has died in poverty having given over his modest wealth to his daughters who now 
move within middle class society. One of these daughters is now Madame du Nucingen, 
the ǁife of a poǁeƌful fiŶaŶĐieƌ. Goƌiot͛s destitution has become a cause of shame to 
the daughters who he loved with such generosity.   In their vanity they will not attend 
ǁhat theǇ see as theiƌ fatheƌ͛s ǁƌetĐhed aŶd shaŵiŶg fuŶeƌal. AŵoŶg the ǀeƌǇ sŵall 
group of people in attendance is Eugène de Rastignac a young man from the lowest 
leǀels of the ŶoďilitǇ ǁho has Đoŵe to Paƌis as a ͚studeŶt͛. He too has speŶt a 
ĐoŶsideƌaďle aŵouŶt of his faŵilǇ͛s ŵoŶeǇ tƌǇiŶg to ŵake his ǁaǇ iŶ Paƌis. IŶ ͚Old 
Goƌiot͛ ‘astigŶaĐ is shoǁŶ as a ǁould ďe ͚paƌǀeŶu͛ ǁho has until now, resisted being 
drawn into some of the darker sides of Parisian life. Balzac shows how this tension 
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between ambition and a residual morality drives Rastignac forward. In the final 
paƌagƌaph of ͚Old Goƌiot͛ ǁe leaƌŶ hoǁ this teŶsioŶ is fiŶally resolved. Rastignac is 
outƌaged ďǇ the daughteƌs͛ heaƌtlessŶess at ƌefusiŶg to atteŶd the fuŶeƌal ǁhilst 
simultaneously he realises that those who would succeed in Restoration France must 
avoid disgrace by association with such things as pauper funerals. 
 
Rastignac weeps as the funeral ends. Balzac tells the reader that a tear fell upon 
Goƌiot͛s gƌaǀe aŶd ͚ǁith that teaƌ ... EugğŶe de ‘astigŶaĐ͛s Ǉouth eŶded͛ ;BalzaĐ 
1835/2011,  p.256). In an instant Rastignac decides which way his future lies and those 
who retain any innocence had best beware: 
 
AloŶe Ŷoǁ, ‘astigŶaĐ ǁalked up toǁaƌds the ĐeŵeteƌǇ͛s highest poiŶt aŶd 
saw Paris below him, winding along the banks of the Seine, its lights 
beginning to sparkle, his eyes came to rest almost greedily on the area 
between the column on the Place Vendôme and the Dome of the Invalides; 
the home of the beau monde, which he had been so determined to enter. He 
gave the droning hive a look that seemed to drain it of its honey in advance 
and pronounced these grand words; ͚Noǁ let us fight it out!͛  And by way of 
firing an opening shot at Society, Rastignac went to have dinner with 
Madame de Nucingen. (Balzac 1835/2011, p. 257) 
 
In this short passage Balzac captures a crucial moment in the social transformation of a 
young lesser nobleman into a Parisian financier of the Bourbon restoration. Rastignac 
becomes a figure representative of a social class in formation. The genius of Balzac lies 
in his ability to present this social change through a compellingly convincing portrait of 
the psychological development of a young man. The character of Rastignac appears in 
ŵoƌe thaŶ a dozeŶ Ŷoǀels of BalzaĐ͛s ͚HuŵaŶ CoŵedǇ͛ a seƌies of soŵe ϵϬ novels. 
Fƌoŵ the poiŶt at ǁhiĐh he leaǀes Goƌiot͛s fuŶeƌal thƌough eaĐh suďseƋueŶt 
appeaƌaŶĐe iŶ BalzaĐ͛s ͚HuŵaŶ CoŵedǇ ͚‘astigŶaĐ͛s ͚fight͛ pƌogƌesses ǁith hiŵ 
becoming increasingly wealthy, duplicitous and emotionally depraved, indeed the 
personification of a financier. Rastignac eventually makes a play for the highest office in 
France having corruptly amassed a colossal fortune. For all of his determination, 
ĐalĐulatioŶ, ĐuŶŶiŶg aŶd ŵisaŶthƌopǇ ‘astigŶaĐ͛s life also ďeĐoŵes ŵeaŶiŶgless. 
Rastignac is portrayed by Balzac as a being whose humanity has been consumed and 
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replaced by an obsessive, but void ambition.  As the consummate financier Rastignac is 
oŶlǇ ͚Đapital peƌsoŶified͛ ;Maƌǆ, 1990, p. 342) from each of his of dazzling pecuniary 
ǀiĐtoƌies iŶ his ͚ǁaƌ͛ ǁith huŵaŶitǇ ‘astigŶaĐ eŵeƌges ǁealthieƌ aŶd fuƌtheƌ diŵiŶished 
as a human being. 
 
Fƌoŵ the poiŶt of ǀieǁ of a ͚liteƌatuƌe ƌeǀieǁ͛ aŶd espeĐiallǇ the ƋuestioŶ of 
͚geŶeƌalizaďilitǇ͛ BalzaĐ is eǆtƌeŵelǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt. BalzaĐ ǁas aďle to pƌeseŶt the ǁoƌkiŶgs 
of a society through the lives of the characters who at once represent, set in motion, 
and are shaped by the forces which impel that society forward in historical terms. 
AŶotheƌ ĐhaƌaĐteƌ fƌoŵ the ͚Coŵedie HuŵaiŶe͛ the peƌfuŵieƌ Cesaƌ Biƌotteau appeaƌs 
as one of the very first characters in fiction to be involved in commercial advertising. 
Balzac had a prescient awareness of advertising becoming a key feature of modern life. 
Birotteau is drawn into the world of property speculation and becomes a victim of 
fraudulent practices which lead to his bankruptcy. It would be hard to imagine a more 
poǁeƌful desĐƌiptioŶ of the teƌƌoƌs of ďaŶkƌuptĐǇ thaŶ BalzaĐ͛s aĐĐouŶt of the hopeless 
attempts by Birotteau to secure loans from the bankers of Paris who unbeknown to the 
perfumier are involved in the fraud and stand to gain from his insolvency. The point 
here is that Balzac uses fiction with devastating accuracy to portray the realities of his 
society. Balzac might well be considered to be the grandmaster of French realist writing 
but viewed from another direction he is a consummate presenter of life stories and 
history.   
 
Maƌǆ͛s adŵiƌatioŶ foƌ BalzaĐ ǁas iŵŵeŶse. This ŵight appeaƌ to ďe Ƌuite iŶĐƌediďle at 
a superficial level as Marx, above all a political and philosophical protagonist of the 
͚pƌoletaƌiat͛, Đould sĐaƌĐelǇ haǀe ďeeŶ ŵoƌe diffeƌeŶt, iŶ political outlook, to Balzac a 
supporter of the French ancien régime and a royalist. Marx believed that Balzac in his 
͚CoŵedǇ HuŵaiŶe͛ gaǀe a liǀiŶg foƌŵ to the soĐial aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐ foƌĐes ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ 
aŶalǇsed iŶ his oǁŶ ǁoƌk. BalzaĐ͛s iŶĐƌediďle iŶsight iŶto the dark workings of business, 
fiŶaŶĐe, aŶd politiĐal huĐksteƌiŶg aloŶg ǁith the Ŷoǀelist͛s aďilitǇ to Đƌeate ŵeŵoƌaďle 
characters mean that his work gives an unparalleled social and economic insight into 
the world he wrote about.   
 
The story is told that iŵŵediatelǇ pƌioƌ to the puďliĐatioŶ of ͚Capital͛ Maƌǆ iŵploƌed 
FƌiedƌiĐh EŶgels to ƌead BalzaĐ͛s ͚The UŶfiŶished MasteƌpieĐe͛. Maƌǆ dƌeǁ paƌallels 
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ďetǁeeŶ this stoƌǇ aŶd his oǁŶ stƌuggle to Đoŵplete ͚Capital͛ ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ saǁ Ŷot oŶlǇ 
as a work of political economy but also of significant literary value (Wheen, 2006). It is 
certainly true that Marx often alludes to Balzac (and a host of other writers) throughout 
his work. After the death of Marx, his son-in-law Paul Lafargue remarked that Marx 
͚ƌaŶked CeƌǀaŶtes aŶd BalzaĐ aďoǀe all otheƌ Ŷoǀelists͛. WƌitiŶg iŶ ϭϴϵϬ Lafaƌgue also 
suggests that Marx intended to write an extended review of the Human Comedy once 
he had completed Capital. 
 
He considered Balzac not only as the historian of his time, but as the 
prophetic creator of characters which were still in the embryo in the days 
of Louis Philippe and did not develop until after his death, under 
Napoleon III. (Lafargue, 1890, p.24) 
 
In the twentieth century there has been a tendency to give an exaggerated and one 
sided ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ͛ ǀieǁ to ͚Capital͛ aŶd otheƌ ǁoƌks of Maƌǆ. Though it ŵust ďe said that 
theƌe aƌe soŵe ǁoŶdeƌful aŶalǇses of Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk ǁhiĐh ƌuŶ ĐouŶteƌ to this teŶdeŶĐǇ. 
This tendency toward the construction of a Marxism as a type of positivistic economic 
science assumed an extreme form in the work of Louis Althusser when he talks about 
the ǁoƌk a ͚ǇouŶg͛ Maƌǆ ǁhiĐh is full of ͚HegeliaŶisŵ͛ aŶd the ǁoƌk of a ͚ŵatuƌe͛ Maƌǆ 
supposedly purged of humanism etc. The work of Althusser has been thoroughly  (and 
iŶ ŵǇ opiŶioŶ deǀastatiŶglǇͿ, ĐƌitiĐised ďǇ E.P ThoŵpsoŶ iŶ his ͚The PoǀeƌtǇ of TheoƌǇ͛ 
(1978). What is not generally recognised is that what E.P Thompson referred to as the 
͚GesĐhiĐhteŶsĐheisseŶsĐhlopff͛ of Althusseƌ. The philosophǇ of the latteƌ ďeaƌs 
important family resemblances to the work of many of the French postmodernists 
many of whom looked to Althusser as a teacher and originator of their own brands of 
opposition to humanism.  
 
There has been occasion in this project to look at Balzac because as already detailed, 
among some of those working with life stories there is a rather laconic type of criticism 
of ǁhat theǇ desĐƌiďe as ͚ƌealisŵ͛  ďeĐause it ŵakes ͚a deŵaŶd foƌ soŵe ƌefeƌeŶt , and 
objective reality͛ ;LǇotaƌd, 1984, p.73). 
 
What is most interesting about the rejection of realism and especially the deprecation 
of writers such as Balzac among those working with narrative or life history is that if we 
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were to ask ourselves for the names of those who have achieved most on an historical 
sĐale thƌough the use of ǁƌitiŶg as a foƌŵ of iŶƋuiƌǇ theŶ the Ŷaŵes of suĐh ͚ƌealist͛ 
writers as Balzac, George Eliot, Zola and Tolstoy would surely be among those who 
come to mind. The more extreme postŵodeƌŶists  ǁith theiƌ adheƌeŶĐe to ͚aŶti –
ƌealisŵ͛ aŶd ƌadiĐal ͚soĐial ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀist͛ thought  ĐaŶŶot aǀoid plaĐiŶg theŵselǀes iŶ 
absurd positions such as arguing the case for investigating social phenomena through 
fiction whilst decrying the greatest exponents of this art in its realist form.  
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Introduction to the Life Stories: Method and Methodology  
 
 
The first two life stories following follow this chapter. These first two stories follow after the 
pƌeĐediŶg Đhapteƌ ǁhiĐh ǁas eŶtitled ͚AŶteĐedeŶts ϭ͛. The ƌeŵaiŶiŶg fouƌ life stoƌies aƌe 
iŶteƌspeƌsed ďetǁeeŶ tǁo ŵoƌe Đhapteƌs eŶtitled ͚AŶteĐedeŶts͛. Theƌe are three principal reasons 
for this layout.  Firstly, in a project centred around working with life stories there is a clear need to 
get on with presenting the life stories as early as possible. Secondly, it is also necessary to present 
material which constitutes a form of literature review and explanation of the methodological 
considerations if not before then at least alongside the life stories themselves. Thirdly, as has 
alƌeadǇ ďeeŶ ŵeŶtioŶed the fƌaŵeǁoƌks ǁithiŶ ǁhiĐh the life stoƌies aƌe ͚theoƌized͛ Đaŵe to life, 
and developed, symbiotically through their contact with the life stories.  That said there is a need to 
present the method used in the collection, the transcription and the presentation of the life stories.  
 
As far as I have been able to I haǀe sought to pƌeseƌǀe ͚the ǀoiĐe͛ of those iŶdiǀidual teaĐheƌs 
whose stories are told. Referencing has been kept to an absolute minimum, and as the writer of the 
stories I have as far as possible tried to avoid academic intrusions into the stories themselves. This 
non-intrusion is, I hope transparently, something of a stratagem as from the recorded material I 
have edited and selected what is to be included and what, metaphorically speaking, will remain on 
the cutting room floor. The focus in the examination of the life stories is on the three themes 
already mentioned, class and identity, place, and managerialism. 
 
For all of its merits there are also considerable inherent problems in life story work. These are 
discussed in the paragraphs below, both in general terms and with specific reference to the project 
developed here. It is hoped that by dealing with these problems in an open and honest manner 
some of the strengths of life story work will be thrown into better relief. One of the greatest of 
these strengths is perhaps is the way in which some of its best proponents present with the 
honesty and seriousness the problems of the method, such a presentation of necessity involves a 
discussion of methodology. It is never possible or desirable to separate an evaluation of method 
from methodological considerations. 
 
Ethical considerations 
Ethical clearance for this project was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of 
Education at Canterbury Christ Church University before any research work was done with the 
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people whose stories are told here. The research proposal was prepared with close reference to the 
guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA). The key principal underpinning 
the BE‘A guideliŶes is ͚that all eduĐatioŶal ƌesearch should be conducted within an ethic of respect 
for: the person, knowledge, democratic values, the quality of educational research, academic 
fƌeedoŵ͛ ;BE‘A, 2011, p.4). At one level such underpinning principals appear straightforward and it 
is clear that they should be followed. In practice how to best respect such ethical principals in spirit 
and letter is not at all self-evident.  
 
Potential participants were identified on a purposive basis. This is described in one classic text on 
research methods in education as a process by which a researcher hand picks: 
 
the cases to be included in the sample on the basis of their judgement of their 
typicality, or possession of the particular characteristics being sought. In this way they 
build up a sample that is satisfactory to their specific needs. (Cohen, Manion, and 
Morrison, 2011, p. 156) 
 
The picking of a potential sample presented itself initially as a simple process. On reflection it 
presented some interesting ethical problems.  
 
At the time of this project there were fewer than sixty people working as literacy teachers on The 
Isle of Thanet. There was a single further education college, a single adult education centre and a 
small range of private providers. For the purposes of this project it was necessary to interview 
people who had worked in the field of adult literacy teaching for some two or more years. It was 
decided that potential participants with a background in the management of adult literacy teaching 
would not be suitable candidates as they could be rather easily identified.  This would probably 
have meant that these managers would have been unwilling to present a picture of their work 
which might have been perceived as divergent with that this was presented officially by their 
organisations. The result was that the pool from which a purposive sample could be recruited was 
rather small, counterintuitively this meant that the six people who agreed to participate in the 
studǇ fouŶd theŵselǀes ďeĐoŵiŶg ŵoƌe ͚ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe͛ iŶ teƌŵs of the ƌatio of paƌticipants in the 
study relative to the total size of the population which could be studied.  
 
The study looked at the lives of adult literacy teachers on The Isle of Thanet, by my estimation 
some fifteen per cent of the total population of this category agreed to participate in this study. 
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This ŵeaŶt that iŶ soŵe Đases, it ďeĐaŵe ŶeĐessaƌǇ to fiĐtioŶalise soŵe details of the paƌtiĐpaŶts͛ 
lives deemed to have little or no relevance directly to the objects of the study, but which made 
their identification more difficult. For example, in the case of a person who left the area after 
informally agreeing in principle to participate in the study, it had been agreed that she would have 
been identified as living in the opposite town to that which she actually lived in. There are only two 
large towns in Thanet; Ramsgate and Margate.   
 
All participants were initially contacted and asked to participate on the basis of their anonymity 
being protected. The purposes of the project were explained to the participants and all were asked 
to sign a consent form.  All participants were informed of their rights as set out in the BERA (2011) 
guidelines. Especially important in this regard to me as the researcher and to them as the person 
whose life story would be represented was that they were asked to participate in the final 
production of the version of their life story presented in this thesis. Firstly, participants were asked 
to ensure that their anonymity was protected in their story and that they felt the presentation of 
their ͚peƌsoŶa͛ ǁas faiƌ.  The paƌtiĐipaŶts had to feel that theiƌ life stoƌǇ pƌeseŶted heƌe ǁas as faƌ 
as ǁe Đould ŵake it ͚autheŶtiĐ͛. Lateƌ ǁheŶ the tƌaŶsĐƌipts of the iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁeƌe ǁoƌked up iŶto 
the life stoƌies the idea of ͚autheŶtiĐitǇ͛ took oŶ aŶ eǀeŶ greater importance than had been initially 
expected.  
 
From interview via transcription to life story 
The interviews were conducted with the participants over the course of the two years which ended 
in December 2014. All the participants were interviewed twice and the interviews, transcripts, and 
life stories were discussed repeatedly. It should be said at this point that my own enthusiasm for 
these discussions exceeded that of some, if not most, of the participants.   This is not to say that the 
participants were unwilling but there was sometimes a feeling that I was more interested in their 
opiŶioŶ of, foƌ eǆaŵple, ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ oƌ the pƌeǀious Ǉeaƌ͛s OF“TED gƌade thaŶ theǇ ǁeƌe. 
 
The iŶteƌǀieǁs theŵselǀes ǁeƌe ͚seŵi stƌuĐtuƌed͛. A list of ƋuestioŶs ǁas provided but these were 
used oŶlǇ as pƌoŵpts if the ͚life stoƌǇ͛ falteƌed. At the ďegiŶŶiŶg of the iŶteƌǀieǁ the fiƌst ƋuestioŶ 
ǁas alǁaǇs the saŵe ͚Could Ǉou tell ŵe hoǁ Ǉou Đaŵe to ďe a liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌ?͛ Lateƌ I ǁould ask 
͚Could Ǉou tell ŵe Ǉouƌ life story and especially explain how you think this led to your becoming a 
liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌ?͛ All those iŶteƌǀieǁed had pƌeǀiouslǇ disĐussed ǁith ŵe iŶ a ǀeƌǇ ďƌief outliŶe the 
ƌeasoŶs ǁhǇ I ǁas appƌoaĐhiŶg the pƌojeĐt usiŶg the ŵethod of ͚Life “toƌǇ͛.  
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From the first interview, it was apparent that a life story interview presents the researcher with 
some very interesting dilemmas. Catherine Kohler Riessman (2008, p.37) makes the point that 
͚TƌaŶsĐƌipts ĐoŶtaiŶ iŶǀisiďle takeŶ-for-granted theories of language aŶd the ͚self.͛ This is 
uŶdouďtedlǇ tƌue ďut ͚takeŶ-for-gƌaŶted͛ theoƌies haǀe alƌeadǇ shaped the iŶteƌǀieǁ itself ahead of 
the transcription. In the case of the question mentioned above, there is an implied assumption that 
to some extent or another the interviewee can tell their story more or less in accord with the rules 
of the ͚life stoƌǇ͛ geŶƌe, ǁhiĐh ŵust itself ďe a suď diǀisioŶ of ͚Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛.  IŶ faĐt, theƌe is a ǀast 
amount written about the difficulty of accepting such assumptions, here it will suffice to give as an 
example the work of the French philosopher Paul Ricouer (especially 1982 and 1984). Another 
seminal text, which discusses the difficulty of working with narrative whilst arguing for its 
iŶdispeŶsaďilitǇ is Jeƌoŵe BƌuŶeƌ͛s aƌtiĐle, eŶtitled ͚The Naƌƌatiǀe CoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of ‘ealitǇ͛ ;ϭϵϵϭͿ, the 
central argument of which is contained in the title. More recently, the philosopher Galen Strawson 
has aƌgued agaiŶst, if Ŷot the possiďilitǇ of a ͚Ŷaƌƌatiǀe self͛, theŶ ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ agaiŶst its uŶiǀeƌsality (for 
eǆaŵple “tƌaǁsoŶ ϮϬϬϰ, aŶd ϮϬϭϱͿ.  “tƌaǁsoŶ͛s aƌguŵeŶts seeŵ to ďe ďased oŶ ǁhat he ďelieǀes to 
ďe the Đoŵplete laĐk of Ŷaƌƌatiǀe iŶ the ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of ǁhat he aƌgues is his oǁŶ ͚self͛.    
 
Riessman when discussing an interview, she had conducted ǁith a ǁoŵaŶ Ŷaŵed ͚“uŶita͛, giǀes tǁo 
ways in which she might have presented the transcription of her conversations and argues that each 
ǁaǇ eŵďodies a diffeƌeŶt theoƌǇ of ͚the self͛.  
 
Simply stated: (1) the act of storytelling in dialogue constitutes the autobiographical 
self, that is how the speaker wants to be known in the interaction; vs. (2) 
autobiographical narrative reflects a preexisting self; there is constancy across 
speaking situations because the self exists independently of social interaction. (2008, 
p.20) 
 
This is worth very careful consideration. From a dialectical viewpoint it would be necessary to take 
issue ǁith ‘iessŵaŶ͛s eitheƌ/oƌ appƌoaĐh to the ĐouŶteƌposed aspeĐts of self. The tǁo ǀieǁs of the 
self must surely exist together; furthermore, the self would be the result of much more than these 
tǁo thiŶgs. The self, ǁhiĐh ͚“uŶita͛ ƌepƌeseŶts, ǁould ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ eǆist as the ĐoŶjuŶĐtioŶ of ďoth 
constituted and reflected aspects of her world but it would also have been constituted by history, 
culture and reflection thereon. When all of these dimensions are brought together in real life 
interviews and transcriptions, the researcher and the researched are trying to reproduce a text not 
primarily for its function as data but for what it means to the
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until it is put into some type of qualitative form, in almost all cases, including that of the natural 
science the form, which gives real meaning to data, is usually an explanation or a narrative.  
 
Going back as far as 1986, Elliot Mishler (p.49) made the point that the efficacy of the process of 
listening to and transcription for interview material did not depend so much on the actual method 
itself but on the purpose for which the transcript ǁas to ďe used. As Mishleƌ put it ͚The eǆpeƌieŶĐe 
of transcribing is likely to convince the investigators of the need for repeated listenings to ensure the 
most accurate transcript possible for their own analytic purposes, irrespective of the notation 
systeŵ ĐhoseŶ.͛ It ǁas thiŶkiŶg ǀeƌǇ siŵilaƌ to that desĐƌiďed heƌe ďǇ Mishleƌ ǁhiĐh led to the 
choosing of the transcription system described below. The purpose of the transcripts in this project 
was above all to provide material for the researcher to write a life story for each person interviewed 
as far as possible in collaboration with the person whose story was told.    
 
The transcription of the interviews was done in such a way that the speech of the interviewees was 
written more or less as Standard Written English. There was no phonological dimension to the 
rendering of the written transcript beyond nonstandard rendering of certain words or phrases 
elisions etc. Certain features of speech, which reflected local accent or departures from Standard 
English, ǁeƌe iŶĐluded iŶ the tƌaŶsĐƌipt as ǁas laughteƌ, hesitatioŶs, oƌ ͚stuŵďliŶgs͛. It should ďe 
noted that several of the interviewees did not like the inclusion of these features into the written 
transcripts as it made them feel embarrassed. The interviewees were given recordings of the 
iŶteƌǀieǁs aŶd also tƌaŶsĐƌiptioŶs ǁhiĐh had ďeeŶ aŶoŶǇŵized aŶd iŶĐluded the ŵiŶoƌ ͚fiĐtioŶs͛ to 
safeguard identities. They were invited to ask for the excision of anything which they did not want 
included. No-one made such a request.   
 
In my analysis of the transcripts I began by going through the texts and looking for themes which 
could then be coded.  The initial system adopted was very similar to that described by both Barbara 
Merrill and Linden West (2009, pp. 128-146). A particular aspect of the method of approaching 
coding suggested by Barbara Merrill became important at this stage: 
 
When reading individual transcripts, I am always looking for shared experiences and 
patterns which connect across the transcripts so that the individual stories become 
collective ones. I am also looking at how structure and structural inequalities impact 
upon biographies. At the same time, I am identifying whether and how individuals have 
ďeeŶ aďle to use theiƌ ageŶĐǇ… ;p.ϭϯϯͿ 
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At various points in this project there are discussions of the dialectics of the particular and the general 
and the interplay of determined and indeterminate elements in life story work. This is exactly the 
poiŶt Baƌďaƌa Meƌƌill ŵakes aďoǀe. IŶ the ͚ĐodiŶg͛ of the life story transcripts presented here the 
interplay between individual and collective stories came to be focused on class and identity, 
managerialism and place.  
 
After discussion of the transcripts the interviewees were sent copies of their life stories as written by 
the researcher. In each case an emphasis was placed on the recipient of the life story accepting that 
it ǁas ͚theiƌ stoƌǇ͛. Theƌe ǁeƌe a feǁ ǀeƌǇ ŵiŶor alterations made with respect to details, by far the 
most significant was that in her life story Grace insisted that her father should not emerge in a 
favourable or even neutral light.  This led to the inclusion of more detail which had been present in 
the transcript but which had been omitted in the life story.  
 
It has already been pointed out that Merrill and West (2009) present two differing but not dissimilar 
approaches to working with life stories and with transcripts. Linden West stresses that in his 
approach to working with life stories he places an emphasis on the involvement of the person whose 
story is told in trying to make sense of the story. West believes that in this endeavour he is 
concerned with issues similar to those which concerned Hollway and Jefferson (2000). In both cases 
a value is placed upon the person being interviewed discerning some pattern in their life. To see 
their life as a configuration in which they can relate details to the wider life story as a type of 
͚gestalt͛. Although in this project I was definitely interested in trying to see patterns, and it was 
iŵpeƌatiǀe that those iŶteƌǀieǁed ǁeƌe iŶǀolǀed iŶ ͚authoƌisiŶg͛ theiƌ life stoƌǇ this ǁas so that the 
stoƌies Đould Đlaiŵ ͚autheŶtiĐitǇ͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ foƌ psǇĐhologiĐal oƌ phenomenological reasons. Here 
ǁhat ǁas desiƌed ǁas that the suďjeĐts Đould saǇ that the stoƌǇ pƌeseŶted to theŵ ǁas a ͚faiƌ 
eŶough͛ aĐĐouŶt of ǁhat theǇ ďelieǀed had shaped theiƌ liǀes as liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌs liǀiŶg aŶd ǁoƌkiŶg 
iŶ aŶd aƌouŶd ͚The Isle of ThaŶet͛.  
 
At the level of practical writing, there is the problem of how best to present the life stories 
themselves. In reading the work of others and in discussions with colleagues it is evident that 
opinions are divided over the optimum way in which to present the stories. These divisions centre 
oŶ hoǁ ďest ǁaǇ to Ŷegotiate the pƌoďleŵ of ͚telliŶg the stoƌǇ itself͛ as faƌ as possiďle iŶ the 
authentic voice of the person whose story is told whilst also subjecting the same story to academic 
analysis. Here I have opted to present the stories as far as possible without intervention.  Some 
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readers might argue that stories presented in this way with a minimum of commentary amount to 
little ŵoƌe thaŶ the ƌaǁ ͚field Ŷotes͛ aŶ ethŶogƌapheƌ ŵight pƌepaƌe pƌioƌ to the academic analysis 
of suĐh ͚data͛.  
 
Often in life story work the stories themselves are presented with what might be called academic 
annotation or ecphasis. This is not how the stories are presented here. Three chapters and a 
conclusion follow the life stoƌies. IŶ the Đhapteƌs titled ͚Class aŶd IdeŶtitǇ͛, ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛, aŶd 
͚PlaĐe͛ episodes aŶd eǆaŵples fƌoŵ the stoƌies aƌe iŶtegƌated ǁith aŶ aŶalǇsis of the suďjeĐts ǁhiĐh 
form the section headings.  In the stories themselves letters have been inserted at certain points to 
indicate where, in my opinion, the story has a particular pertinence to one or more of the themes 
treated later. This is explained more fully below.  
 
In no case have I omitted anything from the transcripts which I would consider to be of such 
importance that it would transform the life story. It is beyond doubt that those interviewed have 
chosen to leave out of their stories some issues which would have helped us to develop a more 
complete picture of their lives. This is a matter of less importance than some might think. Whilst the 
stories are highly personal, they are also social and cultural, they are the stories people have told to 
ŵe iŶ iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁhiĐh ǁeƌe ͚iŶteƌpeƌsoŶal͛ aŶd theƌefoƌe soĐial. It ǁas faƌ easieƌ thaŶ I iŶitiallǇ 
expeĐted to aǀoid ͚pƌǇiŶg͛ iŶ the iŶteƌǀieǁs; it ǁould iŶ aŶǇ Đase haǀe ďeeŶ oďǀiouslǇ distasteful aŶd 
unnecessary.   
 
A second reason for accepting the stories on the terms in which they were told is that for the 
purposes of this study the stories are perfectly adequate. I will explain this a little more. There is 
plenty of material which would be rich and would offer insights into themes not examined in this 
thesis. Those interviewed talk about bereavements, problems of adolescence, intergenerational 
tensions and many other things which are left unexamined. 
 
I notice re-reading these stories that everyone visits the experience of the breakup of a long term 
romantic relationship. In certain cases, I know that these experiences must have been life changing, 
traumatic and emotionally desiccating. Yet despite the undoubtable importance of this and other 
themes in the lives presented, they pass unexamined on my part. Some readers will of course 
wonder about what happened in these break-ups and divorces etc. It is reasonable for me to assume 
that iŶ ƌeadiŶg soŵe of the stoƌies pƌeseŶted heƌe the ƌeadeƌ, iŶ theiƌ ŵiŶd͛s eǇe, ŵight ǁell ǁaŶdeƌ 
into some scenarios which might reasonably be inferred even though no evidence is offered. The 
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reader is free to do so, I have no objection, and I only scan the issues of love, marriage, divorce etc. 
where in my opinion this impinges on the areas I have chosen to consider in more detail. 
 
I think that the themes listed below which are the main focuses of analysis emerge from the texts 
and are well represented. In many ways the more complete life stories here serve as background, 
albeit essential and important, for the themes which are examined in greater detail. I am happy to 
accept the life stories on the terms in which they were offered; to go more deeply into areas the 
subjects themselves avoided is unnecessary.  
 
As has already been said those teachers whose stories are told here have welcomed the 
presentation of their lives which I have made. In the majority of cases the subjects have received 
their stories enthusiastically no one has rejected what I have presented as their story. In one case I 
felt that that the subject might be described as nonplussed with regard to my interest in her story, 
believing that little of interest had happened in her life.   
 
OŶĐe the iŶdiǀidual stoƌies had ďeeŶ agƌeed ďǇ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ aŶd those ͚ƌeseaƌĐhed͛ it ǁas 
considered expedient to annotate each story as presented here with a code to indicate where in the 
opinion of the researcher the life stories made reference to the themes of class and identity, 
managerialism and place. These choices and themes are my own and I do not think that any of the 
people whose stories are told would have thought of their lives in terms of these themes in the ways 
they are presented and explored in this project.  
 
It has been useful to indicate in the texts certain sections or particular comments which I have taken 
to have a more or less direct bearing on the three themes which have been selected for scrutiny in 
this work. These parts of the text are marked by letters relating to the three themes 
 
(C&I) Class and identity  
(M)  Managerialism 
(P)  Place  
 
Theƌe is a ͚Đollage͛ effeĐt at ǁoƌk ǁheŶ pƌoduĐiŶg life stoƌies. WheŶ ƌeadiŶg the stoƌies, it is hoped 
that the reader will consider why I have linked particular episodes or observations to particular 
themes. If the link is not immediately obvious to the reader it is hoped that it will become so when 
read in the light of the sections to which the letters refer. Tracing the links when they are not 
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obvious to the reader might even be intriguing. I also have no doubt that the reader will see links I 
have not drawn attention to and it is almost certain that readers will feel that the stories could be 
viewed in aspects different to those selected by me.   
 
In life story work we can never come remotely close to presenting a complete life. We can only 
present what we hope and believe to be judiciously selected scintillas of the real life.  Life story work 
itself pƌoĐeeds fƌoŵ tǁo pƌeŵises. The fiƌst is that these sĐiŶtillas ĐaŶ attaiŶ ͚ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀeŶess͛. 
The second premise is that in collecting these fragments and juxtaposing them an overall picture 
eŵeƌges ǁhiĐh tells us thiŶgs ǁhiĐh aƌe ͚tƌue͛ iŶ as ŵuĐh as theǇ ƌelate oŶe stoƌǇ to ǁhat ǁe 
iŵagiŶe to ďe the stoƌies of ŵaŶǇ otheƌs. AgaiŶ, ǁe see ͚iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs͛ at ǁoƌk. We uŶdeƌstaŶd a 
particular life story by interpreting it in the light of the stories of others and what we know, or want 
to learn, about our society and culture.  
 
Some passages are obviously related to the three themes set out above. In these cases, I have tried 
to avoid labouring the reader with the obvious, and I have not marked the passage as being relevant 
to the theme as the reader should have no difficulty drawing the nexus. In other cases, I have 
inserted the relevant letters, C&I, M or P. In some cases, the insertion of the letters might not be 
immediately obvious, in other cases the mark may appear to be obtuse. In these cases, I hope that 
the process of trying to understand why a reference to a theme has been inserted helps the reader 
to understand my thinking. Hopefully this use of what iŶitiallǇ ŵight appeaƌ as ͚ďƌokeŶ iŵages͛ 
faĐilitates ͚a Ŷeǁ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ĐoŶfusioŶ͛ aloŶg the liŶes suggested iŶ the ‘oďeƌt Gƌaǀes poeŵ 
cited at the beginning of this thesis.   
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Hannah Cooper 
 
 
Hannah was the first person interviewed for this project. In my eagerness I had arrived 
in Margate where we were to meet about an hour too early. I decided that I would take 
advantage of the time by walking along the sea front and the old town.  It was a bright, 
cold and blustery February afternoon; I was to meet with Hannah as she finished work.   
 
J.M.W. Turner painted sea and skyscapes around Margate many times. He was 
particularly impressed with the way that on occasions light would suffuse the sky above 
this north facing bay.  This afternoon was of the type that Turner must have hoped for, 
as I looked out to sea there was an ethereal quality to the lightly clouded blue grey sky 
above the cold winter sea.  This celestial triumph pointed up the terrestrial poverty, the 
boarded up shop fronts and the groups of poorly clothed people waiting in bus shelters.  
I had met with Hannah on several occasions in various professional contexts before 
asking her to work with me on this project.  She had impressed me as a serious person 
who always tried to do the best she could even in very pressing circumstances. When I 
first met her she was teaching very large groups of unemployed men, many of whom 
had significant social problems.  Once when I visited her workplace I found two of my 
old literacy students who I knew had been to prison and were obliged to attend another 
literacy class upon their release, they were sitting there among a class of some forty 
people most of whom I did not know. They were pleased to see me, and I was impressed 
that they regarded me as a friend. It was even more surprising to find that they were still 
working at the same level as when they had been in my class some three years 
previously.  In this group of almost forty men there were two women. Hannah explained 
to me that practically she had no say over the class size or composition. The company 
she worked for was obliged to accept whoever the Job Centre sent to them. Somehow 
Hannah managed to get the class to work productively for an hour. (P) 
 
When I next met Hannah she was working in a different far less oppressive place and as 
we walked toward the room where we would hold the interview she was able to tell me 
that the situation I had visited her in before was in some important ways even worse 
Hannah Cooper 
61 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
than it had appeared. As she told me about the pressure she and the other people 
working in that environment had been under I found myself starting to feel gloomy.  
 
Hannah works in a large Edwardian building which in the past must have projected an 
image of municipal dignity, nowadays although faded and slightly down at heel the 
building is not shabby .As we walked up a grand staircase she asked me where we 
should go to conduct the interview, a strange question as this was her workplace. Once 
we were in the room where the first interview would be held Hannah explained that she 
had been waiting for me and trying to think about what she might say. She appeared 
slightlǇ eǆĐited aŶd told ŵe that she ǁas a ͚ďit Ŷeƌǀous͛ ďeĐause she didŶ͛t thiŶk that 
she had enough to say for what I had told her would be an interview of about 50 
minutes.    I suggested that we went to a comfortable place where we were least likely 
to be disturbed.  She led me up a wide polished hardwood staircase to a large third floor 
classroom which reminded me of a primary school. Hannah explained that despite what 
we had agreed she would have to leave her mobile phone switched on as she needed to 
respond to a phone call.  
 
Hannah arrived in Thanet in 1965.  Her family moved down to the coast from South 
LoŶdoŶ. “he ŵust haǀe ďeeŶ ŶiŶe oƌ teŶ Ǉeaƌs old. HaŶŶah͛s fatheƌ had ďeĐoŵe 
disabled after twisting his back awkwardly. This did not happen in a major incident but 
as he was standing up after working under a car.  His back problem was a major trouble 
as he owned a small building business and he could no longer do physical work or spend 
eǆteŶded tiŵe oŶ a laddeƌ. HaŶŶah eǆplaiŶed that ͚soŵe ďƌight doĐtoƌ͛ ǁho eǆaŵiŶed 
heƌ fatheƌ ͚ƌeĐoŵŵeŶded that he͛d ďe ďetteƌ at the Đoast͛ aŶd so theǇ ŵoǀed to 
Cliftonville an area to the east of Margate. (P)  
 
I am really glad that we moved down here. It was quite a nice place to grow 
up. It was lovely having the sea at the bottom of our road and being able to 
run down for a swim when I came home from school ... I remember I was 
nine when we moved and I remember my mum saying that my headmistress 
iŶ BƌoŵleǇ had told heƌ that if ǁe ŵoǀed that I ǁouldŶ͛t pass the ϭϭ-plus 
and my mum was really worried about that – and I did pass. So she thought 
it would have been better if we had stayed in Bromley, but in every other 
ǁaǇ it ǁas a ŶiĐe life. OďǀiouslǇ I didŶ͛t haǀe aŶǇthiŶg else to Đoŵpaƌe it to 
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but I am glad we moved there and my parents were always glad. And my 
mum was glad;  later in her life even though she could no longer walk by 
herself she would go out and, would go out by the seafront and never get 
over how lovely it was there. 
 
Hannah judges that the move from London was beneficial to her family and she 
remembers the Margate of those days with fondness.(P) 
 
The family took on the ownership of a small guest house.  It was around this time that 
the fortunes of the regional holiday industry and particularly those of Cliftonville 
entered a decline.  At this time Margate could be reached from London in a train journey 
lasting a little over an hour. Margate itself had a reputation for brashness, even 
vulgarity.  
 
Within Margate the district of Cliftonville to which Hannah and her family moved was 
considered slightly upmarket. T.S. Eliot suffering from a psychological crisis had repaired, 
oŶ his doĐtoƌ͛s adǀiĐe, to ͚The Alďeŵaƌle͛ in Cliftonville in October 1921. In the words of 
Eliot͛s ǁife ViǀieŶ ͚The Alďeŵaƌle͛ ǁas ͚suĐh a ŶiĐe, Đoŵfoƌtaďle, aŶd iŶeǆpeŶsiǀe hotel. 
VeƌǇ LuĐkǇ.͛ ;Eliot, V., 1988, p.479)  
 
Fƌoŵ ͚The Alďeŵaƌle͛ Eliot ǁould ǁalk to a small pavilion with a sea view at the 
͚ƌougheƌ͛ eŶd of Maƌgate fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh he Đould look out oŶto the Noƌth “ea oƌ, tuƌŶiŶg 
his head slightlǇ, the gates of ͚DƌeaŵlaŶd͛ aŶd the ƌolleƌĐoasteƌ ďeǇoŶd. ;P) 
 
The seaside hotels of Cliftonville attracted prosperous workers and lower grade 
pƌofessioŶals usuallǇ foƌ oŶe ǁeek holidaǇs ͚duƌiŶg the seasoŶ͛. It ǁas pƌeĐiselǇ these 
groups who from the mid 1960s took advantage of the growth of budget holidays with 
air travel.  Why take a risk on the weather with a holiday on the North Kent coast when 
the alternative was Mallorca or Marbella. Even the numbers of day trippers declined. 
The growth in car ownership and the development of motorways meant that Londoners 
could now drive to more attractive places than Thanet. It was just as this trend started 
that HaŶŶah͛s faŵilǇ ďought theiƌ CliftoŶǀille hotel. ;P) 
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Hannah says that her parents were not worldly wise to the ruses of how best to survive 
in the declining world of running a guesthouse. At several points in our discussions 
Hannah has talked about the rights and wrongs of claiming state benefits and it would 
seem that this was also something of an issue for her parents.  
 
Her parents registered their small hotel business in both of their naŵes, ǁheƌeas ͚What 
otheƌ people did͛ ǁas to ƌegisteƌ the ďusiŶess iŶ the Ŷaŵe of the ǁife aŶd ƌegisteƌ the 
husband as an employee. When the winter months came and the numbers of 
holidaǇŵakeƌs dǁiŶdled the ǁife ǁould theŶ ͚laǇ off͛ the husďaŶd fƌoŵ the ďusiness. 
This allowed him to claim earnings related unemployment benefit throughout the winter 
months. (P, C&I) 
 
As HaŶŶah puts it ǁheŶ desĐƌiďiŶg heƌ paƌeŶts ͚theǇ ǁeƌeŶ͛t kiŶd of ǁise iŶ the ǁaǇ that 
thiŶgs ǁoƌked͛. HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts ǁeƌe pƌeǀeŶted fƌoŵ Đlaiming benefit and this forced 
them to stretch their income from the summer so that it lasted the whole year. As 
HaŶŶah saǇs ͚iŶ the ǁiŶteƌ theƌe ǁas Ŷo iŶĐoŵe͛.   
 
Hannah and her brother worked as waiters in the dining room of the guest house if 
needed.  In the high summer season and Christmas holiday periods, there was the 
possibility of letting out all the rooms in the main building of the guest house. When this 
happeŶed HaŶŶah͛s faŵilǇ had to giǀe up theiƌ ƌooŵs to guests. HaŶŶah, heƌ ďƌotheƌ 
and her parents would occupy a small chalet at the end of the garden. Hannah recalled 
how after finishing their shifts the family would walk through the garden in the dark. 
Hannah remembers crushing snails underfoot. Listening to this I wondered what a young 
woman must make of her bedroom being periodically let out to guests. (P, C&I) 
 
Lateƌ HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts sold the guesthouse aŶd ƌaŶ otheƌ sŵall ďusiŶesses ŵost 
notably a taxi business and later an independent shop selling china, glassware and 
haƌdǁaƌe. The shop despite heƌ paƌeŶts͛ haƌd ǁoƌk did Ŷot pƌospeƌ. HaŶŶah ďelieǀes 
that if the shop had been located a few hundred yards further along the long the road it 
might have stood a better chance. Tragically it was a few hundred yards closer to the 
͚ƌough͛ eŶd of toǁŶ ƌatheƌ thaŶ the ŵoƌe ͚ĐoŵfoƌtaďlǇ off eŶd͛. GiǀeŶ the paƌtiĐulaƌ 
problems of Thanet and the general difficulties of many small businesses at a time when 
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large scale companies were taking over ever greater chunks of all British high streets it is 
Ŷo suƌpƌise that heƌ paƌeŶts͛ ďusiŶesses did Ŷot flouƌish.  ;P, C&I) 
 
Again the family went through difficult times. When her parents eventually decided to 
sell up the shop it ǁas oŶ the ŵaƌket a loŶg tiŵe aŶd HaŶŶah͛s ŵotheƌ took a joď iŶ a 
factory where she worked until she was into her seventies. Something of the harshness 
of the fate which befell most of the guest house owners and shopkeepers of Thanet 
Đoŵes aĐƌoss ǁheŶ iŶ ǁhat feels like a gƌeat uŶdeƌstateŵeŶt HaŶŶah saǇs ͛theǇ 
stƌuggled a ďit͛ oƌ ǁheŶ she eǆplaiŶs iŶ a ŵatteƌ of faĐt ŵaŶŶeƌ that heƌ ŵotheƌ ǁho 
was by this time over siǆtǇ ͚ǁeŶt to HoƌŶďǇ͛s ďeĐause theǇ ǁeƌe stƌuggliŶg to paǇ the 
ƌeŶt͛. The faĐtoƌǇ foƌ HoƌŶďǇ ToǇs ǁas oŶe of the ǀeƌǇ feǁ iŶdustƌial sites iŶ ThaŶet.  
Hannah mentioned that when the family lived in Bromley they owned a spacious four 
bedroom semi-detached house. At the eŶd of heƌ life HaŶŶah͛s ŵotheƌ liǀed iŶ a sŵall 
flat in Margate. From the way in which Hannah talks about her mother it is evident that 
she was, indeed is, very proud of her. (C&I) 
 
HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts, fƌoŵ the tiŵe theǇ fiƌst ŵoǀed doǁŶ fƌoŵ South London were being 
dƌaǁŶ sloǁlǇ, ďut iŶeǆoƌaďlǇ, iŶto the ǁhiƌlpool of ThaŶet iŵpoǀeƌishŵeŶt. HaŶŶah͛s 
paƌeŶts͛ had a sŵall, and we may assume, dwindling capital. This they invested in 
ventures which, it can be seen with hindsight, were never going to succeed. In each 
venture the family had to work ever harder but with the net result that the ever 
increasing workload at the very best only served to retard the fall into hardship and to 
avoid the complete devastation of bankruptcy. What might also be seen from this is the 
way that the precariousness of economic life in Thanet is manifested in individual lives. 
When geographers or politicians talk about the decline of the British sea side it is easy to 
lose sight of the hundreds of thousands of people like HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts foƌ ǁhoŵ this 
decline led to ruin and penury.  
 
The ƌeĐogŶitioŶ of eĐoŶoŵiĐ iŶseĐuƌitǇ is a ĐoŶstaŶt theŵe iŶ HaŶŶah͛s life, as it is foƌ 
many people in Thanet. In a later interview Hannah explored the idea of poverty and 
money problems eǀeŶ fuƌtheƌ. It appeaƌs that heƌ fatheƌ͛s ďusiŶess iŶ BƌoŵleǇ had 
already suffered a decline as a result of his disability.   
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I doŶ͛t thiŶk that it ǁas so ŵuĐh aŶ aĐĐideŶt as theǇ thiŶk it ǁas a loŶg delaǇ 
after damage done in the war ... because he was under a car doing something 
and his discs did something very strange and his spinal cord came out of 
place. But he was in the navy and they think it may have been related to that. 
But he didŶ͛t haǀe aŶ aĐĐideŶt as suĐh, it just happeŶed aŶd theŶ he had to 
deal ǁith the faĐt that his Ŷeƌǀes ǁeƌe just shot aǁaǇ ... I doŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd 
it. 
 
Whateǀeƌ the Đause of heƌ fatheƌ͛s iŶjuƌǇ theƌe seeŵs to ďe Ŷo douďt that it ǁas a 
stroke of ill luck which played a part in the ever more straitened circumstances of first 
HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts as a Đouple aŶd theŶ lateƌ heƌ ŵotheƌ as a ǁidoǁ liǀiŶg aloŶe. ;C&I) 
 
Hannah has mixed memories of school. After the move from south London Hannah had 
oŶlǇ oŶe Ǉeaƌ left iŶ pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhool aŶd this ǁas a ͚ŵiseƌaďle͛ tiŵe. HaŶŶah ǁas loŶelǇ 
and in what must be an interesting memory for a person who teaches literacy she says 
of this tiŵe ͚I ǁas a shǇ little giƌl aŶd so it ǁas hoƌƌiďle, I ĐaŶ ƌeŵeŵďeƌ sittiŶg iŶ the 
playground in the summer and I had a book because hiding in a book avoided the fact 
that I didŶ͛t haǀe aŶǇ fƌieŶds͛.  Afteƌ this Ǉeaƌ HaŶŶah got a gƌaŵŵaƌ sĐhool plaĐe aŶd 
moved to Gladstone High School for Girls. At the ͚High School͛ Hannah made friends 
several of whom she is still close to some forty years later.   
 
When asked what happeŶed afteƌ she left sĐhool HaŶŶah ƌeplied ͚Well ǁhat I didŶ͛t do 
ǁas go to uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛.  I felt that this Ŷoǁ ďotheƌed HaŶŶah.  “he had a plaĐe seĐuƌed at 
university but instead she moved to a medium sized commuter town outside of London 
where she lived in a Christian evangelist community.  At nineteen Hannah met and then 
ŵaƌƌied aŶ oldeƌ ŵaŶ ǁho ǁas ͚Ƌuite ĐoŶtƌolliŶg'. The ŵaƌƌiage lasted foƌ ͚ŵaŶǇ Ǉeaƌs͛ 
aŶd theŶ HaŶŶah ͚stood up to hiŵ͛.  
 
...what he said always sounded very good and would tie me in knots and 
theŶ ďasiĐallǇ ǁhat he said souŶded ƌight ďut iŶ ŵǇ gut I kŶeǁ it ǁasŶ͛t.  It 
took ŵe a lot of Ǉeaƌs ďefoƌe I ƌealised, haŶg oŶ, he͛s a load of ƌuďďish aŶd 
when I did then the whole thing fell apart and even now to this day ... he 
still ĐaŶ͛t deal ǁith aŶǇďodǇ staŶdiŶg up to hiŵ.  I͛ŵ Ŷot the ǁife he had 
you know and it was like, it was quite funny really... 
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I had a stƌoŶg feeliŶg that this ƌuptuƌe ŵaƌked a deĐisiǀe peƌiod of HaŶŶah͛s life. 
When Hannah speaks about the end of her marriage she draws attention to how 
she believes that in her family something happens to people, especially women 
ǁheŶ theǇ aƌe aƌouŶd thiƌtǇ. HaŶŶah is Ƌuite ĐeƌtaiŶ of this ͚ I hit that age of aƌouŶd 
thiƌtǇ aŶd staƌted deǀelopiŶg as a peƌsoŶ͛. IŶ heƌ Đase she ďelieǀes that this spurt 
of deǀelopŵeŶt led to heƌ ͚seeiŶg thƌough͛ heƌ husďaŶd.  HaŶŶah ďelieǀes that 
her children will change or already have changed at this age.  (C&I) 
 
After the end of her marriage Hannah found herself living in Ramsgate as a single 
mother.  She survived on benefits until her youngest child reached sixteen. She says she 
spent: 
 
I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ hoǁ ŵaŶǇ Ǉeaƌs iŶ ‘aŵsgate, ďƌiŶgiŶg up ŵǇ kids ďǇ ǁhiĐh tiŵe 
I was a single mum, so I have four kids, and then, somebody told me, 
somebody warned me that when your youngest child got to sixteen the Job 
CeŶtƌe ǁould seŶd Ǉou to aŶǇ joď that ǁas goiŶg  ... I deĐided that I didŶ͛t 
want to be stuck in a shop or anything like that so I thought that I would train 
to teach English to foreign students. 
 
Theƌe aƌe seǀeƌal iŶteƌestiŶg featuƌes of HaŶŶah͛s stoƌǇ at this poiŶt. FiƌstlǇ theƌe is the 
iŵpƌessioŶ that she did Ŷot see heƌself as a ͚ƌeal͛ uŶeŵploǇed peƌsoŶ ďut as a siŶgle 
mother at home bringing up children. This adds to the impression, present elsewhere in 
HaŶŶah͛s stoƌǇ aŶd iŶ the Ŷaƌƌatiǀes of otheƌ paƌtiĐipaŶts iŶ this pƌojeĐt, of soŵeoŶe Ŷot 
seeing themselves as  being a true representative, or even a possible example of, the 
social role that others might see them in. Hannah looking back over that period sees 
herself as a person, a single unemployed mother, but very definitely nothing like the 
stereotypical single unemployed mother living off benefits as portrayed in tabloid media. 
When shown a draft of this chapter Hannah noted my interest in how she felt about 
social security and being a single mother. The picture which emerged from what I had 
written was something which Hannah wished to adjust:  
 
One of the things that I think quite interested you was the way I feel about 
the social security system and the job centre and all of that stuff. And that 
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was quite interesting because I think there are two things coming out of 
that really that are linked. One is that I am quite grateful that we have a 
system like that in this country. I really am. From a personal point of view it 
allowed me to stay at home and be with my children. And I actually think it 
ǁas ƌeallǇ ǀaluaďle. AŶd the otheƌ thiŶg liŶkiŶg to that of Đouƌse is I doŶ͛t 
thiŶk goǀeƌŶŵeŶt, I doŶ͛t thiŶk the ĐouŶtƌǇ oƌ people iŶ geŶeƌal ǀalue 
parenthood.  And that came out. You said something about you said 
soŵethiŶg aďout ͚I didŶ͛t see ŵǇself as a ƌeal uŶeŵploǇed peƌsoŶ͛, ǁell iŶ 
oŶe seŶse I didŶ͛t ďeĐause aĐtuallǇ I thiŶk I ǁas doiŶg a ƌeallǇ ǀaluaďle joď 
ďut I doŶ͛t thiŶk that is ƌeĐogŶised ďǇ ǁhoeǀeƌ ŵakes poliĐies. I doŶ͛t thiŶk 
that is recognised as a valuable job. You are only recognised as a person if 
you have job. I am not saying you think that I am saying that is the way the 
system is set up. That is in a way the whole law-making thing is, isŶ͛t it? 
(C&I) 
 
This seĐtioŶ fƌoŵ HaŶŶah͛s tƌaŶsĐƌipt is Ƌuoted at leŶgth ďeĐause it ƌeǀeals seǀeƌal 
points. Firstly it is an example of how those telling their life story analyse and reflect on 
transcripts, not only to clarify points for the interviewer but also to piece together their 
own thoughts and narrative. In the above example it can be seen that Hannah is not only 
trying to make things clear to me but also to herself. Hannah would be surprised by how 
the poiŶt she ŵakes aďout heƌ suppoƌt foƌ ͚the sǇsteŵ of soĐial seĐuƌitǇ͛ eǆpƌesses 
ǁhat, iŶ ŵoƌe sǇsteŵatiĐallǇ politiĐal teƌŵs, ŵight ďe Đalled a stƌoŶg ͚ĐolleĐtiǀist͛ 
seŶtiŵeŶt. It is ǀeƌǇ likelǇ that HaŶŶah is heƌself ƌelatiǀelǇ uŶaǁaƌe of the ͚politiĐal͛ 
implications of her views and she might indeed decry such opinions in other 
circumstances. It is also interesting to reflect on what Hannah understands by 
͚goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛ ͚ĐouŶtƌǇ͛, ͚people iŶ geŶeƌal͛ aŶd ͚the ǁhole laǁ ŵakiŶg thiŶg͛ ;C&IͿ 
 
As with her parents so with Hannah, there are indications that she sees the Job Centre 
and the state behind it as something which is not to be made part of your life. Later 
Hannah herself worked for the Job Centre, albeit indirectly, and became part of the 
process of putting people into jobs. How she navigated herself through that is discussed 
below. 
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Hannah completed an introductory course to become a teacher of English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL). She was one of the few people in Britain to have this course paid for by 
government money.  The government did not allow people to claim any type of grant 
towards these qualifications yet for some reason the state employment service in 
Thanet unlike the rest of the United Kingdom paid for potential teachers to follow such 
courses.   
 
With her new qualification Hannah secured a job in a private language school. At first 
Hannah took a series of short term contracts with a large school.  Initially Hannah 
enjoyed the teaching but later she came to view this school as heartless, becoming 
particularly disillusioned with what she saw as the unfairness of the pay and conditions.  
Above all Hannah despaired of what she took to be the underhand way in which the 
inadequate amount of work was allocated: 
 
I got ǀeƌǇ disillusioŶed ǁith EFL ďasiĐallǇ, it͛s ǀeƌǇ iŶseĐuƌe isŶ͛t it, aŶd I was 
in a language school where ... the Director of Studies had big favourites and 
I ǁasŶ͛t oŶe of theŵ.  If Ǉou ǁeƌe ǇouŶg aŶd feŵale, oƌ ŵale aŶd aŶǇ age, 
you had the pick of the work, if you were middle aged and female then you 
didŶ͛t. ;C&I) 
 
Hannah was of course middle aged, female and a mother of four, aspects of an identity 
which she felt relegated her, in the eyes of the Director of Studies, into a category of 
person who need not be treated justly. Looking back on this time Hannah talks about 
how as a siŶgle ŵotheƌ this peƌiod of heƌ life ǁas doŵiŶated ďǇ the Ŷeed foƌ ͚fiŶaŶĐial 
suƌǀiǀal͛.  
 
Hannah went to work in a small family run EFL school in Cliftonville in a building which 
had oŶĐe ďeeŶ a hotel. IŶ HaŶŶah͛s opiŶioŶ this sĐhool ǁas ŵaƌked ďǇ its outstanding 
decency within an industry in which many small scale private companies might be 
ĐhaƌaĐteƌised as ͚flǇ ďǇ Ŷight͛.  At the eŶd of the fiƌst suŵŵeƌ seasoŶ this sĐhool, faĐiŶg 
the winter slack period had no work for Hannah.  For extensive parts of the economy in 
Thanet such glimmers of prosperity as exist appear only for a few short summer months. 
Foƌ HaŶŶah aŶd ŵaŶǇ otheƌ EFL teaĐheƌs, iŶ aŶ eĐho of heƌ paƌeŶts͛ tiŵe as guesthouse 
owners, seasonal prosperity is by November no more than a spectre.   
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Hannah decided that she needed a job with more stability and direction so she decided 
to leave EFL teaching.  
 
I got ƌeallǇ fed up aŶd I thought I͛ŵ Ŷot goiŶg to do this aŶǇŵoƌe aŶd theƌe͛s 
Ŷo futuƌe, I Ŷeed soŵethiŶg ŵoƌe seĐuƌe, so I͛ll do adŵiŶ aŶd I went off and 
did a few computer courses ... then one day I thought hang on this is really 
ďoƌiŶg ... I ƌeallǇ doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to ďe doiŶg this, I ǁaŶt to ďe doiŶg ĐouŶselliŶg 
so then I went and did a counselling course and I went through the whole 
counselling stuff which you probably know is really expensive  but I went 
right through it and got the diploma and everything , got grants for it, it just 
fell into place. 
 
IŶ ThaŶet at this tiŵe ͚soŵethiŶg ŵoƌe seĐuƌe͛ iŶ all pƌoďaďilitǇ ŵeaŶt eŵploǇŵeŶt iŶ 
an enterprise dependent on state funding.  Today it is hard to imagine what a person in 
HaŶŶah͛s positioŶ ŵight do. HaŶŶah took adǀaŶtage of goǀeƌŶŵeŶt fuŶdiŶg to Đoŵplete 
courses in Information Technology, Management, and Counselling.  Eventually Hannah 
applied foƌ a joď ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith people ǁho ǁeƌe loŶg teƌŵ uŶeŵploǇed ͚aŶd theŶ the 
joď at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ Đaŵe up ͚aŶd theǇ took ŵe oŶ, theǇ didŶ͛t ďotheƌ to ĐheĐk 
ƌefeƌeŶĐes, it ǁas just ďizaƌƌe ƌeallǇ͛.  
 
Hannah certainly feels that the beginning of a career as a teacher of literacy to adults 
was a very important time for her. Hannah feels that God was involved in this: 
 
I͛ŵ Ŷot saǇiŶg that God oƌĐhestƌated eǀeƌǇthiŶg ďut eǀeƌǇthiŶg just fell iŶto 
place at the right moment.  And even all of the training, I just took the 
opportunities that were there... but the doors were open at the right time ... 
and it was there and it was free. 
 
I was aware that Hannah is a very devout Christian but I was taken aback on learning 
that Hannah believed that God played an active role in directing her life. From my 
thoroughly secular perspective I easily forget that to many religious people events only 
ŵake seŶse if theǇ aƌe seeŶ iŶ ƌelatioŶ to God͛s ǁill.  ;C&I) 
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͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ was a medium sized private company which emerged in the years 
following the election of the Blair government.  The company secured a contract to work 
ǁith ͚Joď CeŶtƌes Plus͛ pƌepaƌiŶg the loŶg teƌŵ uŶeŵploǇed to ƌetuƌŶ to ǁoƌk. Foƌ the 
unemployed attendance was compulsory on the penalty of withdrawal of Jobseekers 
AlloǁaŶĐe.  ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ aloŶg ǁith all otheƌ ͚pƌoǀideƌs͛ of liteƌaĐǇ teaĐhiŶg oŶ 
such contracts depended to  a significant extent on placing the unemployed into 
eŵploǇŵeŶt  foƌ theiƌ fuŶdiŶg.  Foƌ the puƌposes of HaŶŶah͛s stoƌǇ heƌe mention will be 
ŵade of the peƌsoŶal iŵpaĐt oŶ heƌ oǁŶ life of ǁoƌkiŶg uŶdeƌ the ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ 
umbrella. (C&I) 
 
HaŶŶah͛s ǁoƌk iŶ ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁas ĐhalleŶgiŶg ďut the iŶĐƌease iŶ paǇ, aŶd 
relatively speaking, the improved job security, were welcome. Hannah says that with 
this joď heƌ fiŶaŶĐial situatioŶ dƌaŵatiĐallǇ iŵpƌoǀed ͚ǁheŶ I staƌted at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd 
CoƌƌeĐt͛ ŵǇ iŶĐoŵe douďled oǀeƌŶight, liteƌallǇ douďled oǀeƌŶight͛.  
 
In the clamour of the contemporary political discourse surrounding the supposed need 
for spending cuts it is very easy to overlook how the public spending of the Blair and 
BƌoǁŶ Ǉeaƌs ŵeaŶt that foƌ the ͚peƌsoŶal eĐoŶoŵǇ͛ of HaŶŶah aŶd thousaŶds iŶ 
positions similar to hers the creation of new employment opportunities made a far 
better life possible. It is also worth considering the ridiculousness of the company name, 
which to my mind, also captures something of the Blair- Brown years when training 
companies were often created solely to bid for government contracts. These companies 
ofteŶ gaǀe theŵselǀes ͚ĐaŶ do͛ Ŷaŵes aŶd philosophies. It ǁas alŵost as though these 
companies chose names as a declaration of how different they were in outlook to 
tƌaditioŶal eduĐatioŶal oƌgaŶisatioŶs. WheŶ HaŶŶah talks aďout ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ 
the name causes no problems: if it did once sound strange to her it has long since passed 
into familiarity.  
 
OŶ ŵǇ fiƌst ǀisit to HaŶŶah at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ I ǁalked past the eŶtƌaŶĐe to the 
building several times before realising that what appeared to be a disused building did 
haǀe offiĐes  ǁithiŶ it. The ͚tƌaiŶiŶg ĐeŶtƌe͛ ǁas oŶ the fouƌth flooƌ of aŶ offiĐe ďloĐk. 
Several of the other floors were unoccupied, from the stair case one could see 
abandoned and unused office furniture. On some of the walls notice boards carried 
announcements of events past for the employees of organisations long since wound up. 
Hannah Cooper 
71 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
LeaǀiŶg the staiƌĐase aŶd eŶteƌiŶg iŶto ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ I Đould see the tƌaiŶiŶg 
room was extremely busy with scores of unemployed men and a few women doing 
literacy work, or writing out letters of application for jobs, some were working on 
Đoŵputeƌs. The sŵell of JeǇes͛ fluid filled the Đoƌƌidoƌ aŶd as I ǁaited foƌ HaŶŶah the 
receptionist very coldly told me that mobile phones were not allowed. I remember 
thiŶkiŶg ͚this is the ǁoƌkhouse foƌ the Đoŵputeƌ age͛; aŶ opiŶioŶ I haǀe Ŷot ƌeǀised.  
 
Foƌ HaŶŶah the ǁoƌk at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ iŶǀolǀed teaĐhiŶg laƌge Đlasses, Đoŵposed 
overwhelmingly of young and middle aged men who had been unemployed for at least 
six months. Many found it difficult to secure employment because they had prison 
records.  Many had problems connected with alcohol or other substances. On top of all 
this these people lived in an area with some of the highest unemployment rates in the 
country. For almost all of the students the outlook was bleak. (C&I, P) 
 
HaŶŶah eǆplaiŶs that ofteŶ the atŵospheƌe at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁas ǀeƌǇ diffiĐult as 
the men and women mandated to attend courses could feel very resentful towards the 
establishment and their teachers.  As Hannah said:  
 
at the height I͛d got ϲϬ odd people iŶ that tƌaiŶiŶg ƌooŵ, ďut the height of it 
was a one year pilot scheme which the Job Centre ran and their theory was 
if you can give these unemployed people who had been unemployed long 
teƌŵ, if Ǉou ĐaŶ ͚up-skill͛ theŵ aŶd theǇ ĐaŶ iŵpƌoǀe theiƌ liteƌaĐǇ aŶd 
ŶuŵeƌaĐǇ, ǁheŶ theǇ get a joď, theǇ͛ƌe ŵoƌe likelǇ to get at a joď, aŶd ǁheŶ 
theǇ get a joď theǇ͛ƌe ŵoƌe likelǇ to keep it. 
 
The ͚goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛ as HaŶŶah puts it saw the achievement of basic qualifications by the 
unemployed as a way of reducing unemployment. (C&I) 
 
I haǀe ǀisited ŵaŶǇ ͚tƌaiŶiŶg ƌooŵs͛ iŶ ThaŶet, otheƌ paƌts of KeŶt aŶd iŶ LoŶdoŶ. 
Despite the considerable efforts which the teachers make I have often come away with 
the feeling that the first purpose of these places is to punish the poor for being 
uŶeŵploǇed ǁhilst siŵultaŶeouslǇ offeƌiŶg theŵ ŵodest ͚pƌizes͛ foƌ passiŶg tests aŶd 
attending .  
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... they gave all these incentives for a year that if they got a qualification at 
entry 3 and level 1 they got a £100 bonus, they got an extra £10 a week on 
top of theiƌ ŵoŶeǇ ǁhile theǇ ǁeƌe theƌe.... those kiŶd of thiŶgs aŶd so that͛s 
why we had...and they had to come to us because we were the only provider 
for that so they all came to us. 
 
As Hannah points out the theory was that if the unemployed improved their literacy and 
numeracy they were more likely to get a job, and then having got it they were more 
likelǇ to keep it.  ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ did eǀerything possible to produce statistical 
proof that this was in fact happening.  
 
Hannah came to the realisation that in the terms in which it was set up the Job Centre 
programme was failing in solving the problem of unemployment faced by its clients. The 
uŶeŵploǇed people ǁho ǁeƌe seŶt to ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁeƌe eǆpeĐted to atteŶd foƌ 
26 weeks. At the end of this time if they passed the tests set they would probably 
aĐhieǀe a leǀel kŶoǁŶ as LiteƌaĐǇ Leǀel ϭ.  Those ǁho passed Đould ƌeĐeiǀe a ͚ďoŶus͛ 
payment of £100. Hannah gave the following as her summation of the effectiveness of 
this programme: 
 
... soŵe people ǁe͛d had thƌee tiŵes, though ǁe kŶeǁ that the soƌt of 
market that we were feeding or being fed from was really dwindling and 
interestingly enough...the whole theory that it was based on, this whole 
thinking that if you could get them to be improved on their skills they would 
hold joďs doǁŶ, the statistiĐs shoǁed that it didŶ͛t ŵake a hapoƌth of 
diffeƌeŶĐe didŶ͛t ŵake aŶǇ diffeƌeŶĐe to theiƌ figures ... 
 
HaŶŶah desĐƌiďes hoǁ the ƌealisatioŶ that the ŵodel adopted ďǇ the ͚Joď CeŶtƌe͛ aŶd 
the ͚goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛ to ͚up skill͛ the loŶg teƌŵ uŶeŵploǇed Đaŵe aďout. HaŶŶah Đoŵpleted 
a small scale research project as part of a course for literacy teachers and as part of this 
talked ǁith a ŵaŶageƌ of ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁho had aĐĐess to the data of ͚suĐĐess 
ƌates͛ foƌ studeŶts.  
 
Well, I think it was when I was on a literacy course actually, I think it was 
theŶ, theƌe ǁas aŶ assigŶŵeŶt that I had to do, I ĐaŶ͛t even remember what 
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I was particularly looking at in the assignment, but I know I was looking at 
that whole angle and I spoke to a guy called Trevor who worked ...he used to 
come and do observations for the Job Centre and what have you, and he 
gave me some  figuƌes,  it ƌeallǇ didŶ͛t ŵake aŶǇ diffeƌeŶĐe oďǀiouslǇ that 
ǁas oŶlǇ loĐallǇ , fƌoŵ the figuƌes that I saǁ it hadŶ͛t ŵade aŶǇ diffeƌeŶĐe. 
 
A curious aspect of what Hannah says here is that whilst she and Trevor and presumably 
many others involved in this type of work felt that it achieved almost nothing (in the 
terms set by those who put such policies into motion) this scheme and other similar 
arrangements were perpetually hailed as successes by all who designed and managed 
them.  It is important to make the point that whilst the reported figures showing 
͚suĐĐess͛ should ďe tƌeated ǁith Đaƌe it is ŶoŶetheless a geŶeƌallǇ held ǀieǁ aŵoŶg 
those who worked at the level of teachers in such projects that many individuals 
benefitted from these programmes.  Hannah does not feel that her work was pointless, 
far from it. (M) 
 
HaŶŶah Đlaiŵs that iŶ heƌ ǁoƌk at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛, despite heƌ offiĐial role, she 
was not really a literacy teacher. It appeared to her that real literacy teaching was going 
on in Adult or Further Education classes.  
 
Well, I suppose I didŶ͛t see ŵǇself I didŶ͛t defiŶe ŵǇself ƌeallǇ defiŶe ŵǇself 
as a liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌ iŶ ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛, I didŶ͛t feel I ǁas a pƌopeƌ 
teacher at all.  I always felt I was a bit of a fraud you know ... I just felt I was 
kind of play acting at doing it while everyone else in the FE colleges were 
really doing it, you know, that was my perceptioŶ.  It ǁasŶ͛t uŶtil I staƌted to 
meet with other teachers that I realised that I was actually a better teacher 
thaŶ I thought I ǁas.  But it didŶ͛t feel like that aŶd aĐtuallǇ, I ŵeaŶ ǁe had 
them for thirty hours a week, I would be lucky if I could deliver aŶ houƌ͛s 
teaching in a day.   
 
Hannah points out that when she became more familiar with what teachers do in Adult 
Education or Further Education she realised that she was more of a literacy teacher than 
she thought.  At ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ she felt that ͚listeŶiŶg͛ aŶd giǀiŶg suppoƌt to heƌ 
students was more important than teaching:  
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the people came with all kinds of needs and I felt that the skills that I was 
really using were counselling skills really because it was about turning people 
around, about ĐhaŶgiŶg people͛s attitude, aŶd it ǁas aďout listeŶiŶg 
soŵetiŵes to people that had ďeeŶ ǁƌitteŶ off.  “o theǇ͛d Đoŵe iŶ ƌeallǇ ďad 
tempered and with real attitude and it was actually quite fun to turn them 
aƌouŶd ďeĐause theǇ͛d Đoŵe iŶ like I ǁas the eŶemy because the Job Centre 
has sent us to you and the Job Centre is the enemy and so you must be the 
enemy too.  (C&I) 
 
If ǁe thiŶk ďaĐk to HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts ƌelatioŶship to soĐial seĐuƌitǇ, oƌ heƌ oǁŶ 
feelings about claiming unemployment benefit  and her fear of the Job Centre 
foƌĐiŶg heƌ to ǁoƌk iŶ ͚a shop͛ theƌe is a ĐeƌtaiŶ ĐoŶtiŶuitǇ eŵeƌgiŶg iŶ HaŶŶah͛s 
outlook on at least the role of the state.  Hannah always felt that the Job Centre 
was best avoided. Here she does want to be identified with the Job Centre or 
ƌeallǇ eǀeŶ ǁith ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛, ďut, ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶtlǇ, she   feels that ǁhat 
the Job Centre wants her to do with these unemployed people is not what she and 
her colleagues felt was most useful. Indeed in order to go at least some way to 
fulfil the Joď CeŶtƌe͛s stated poliĐies she felt it ŶeĐessaƌǇ to ǁoƌk iŶ a ǁaǇ ǁhiĐh 
was distinct to those demanded in the terms of their project.  
 
… ofteŶ I ǁas the fiƌst peƌsoŶ ǁho had listeŶed to theŵ iŶ a ǀeƌǇ loŶg tiŵe, 
... and I can remember sitting with some of them saying hang on, you are not 
stupid, this is not your fault, you are not stupid and the absolute 
astonishment because they thought they actually were stupid or they 
thought it ǁas theiƌ fault that theǇ ĐouldŶ͛t ǁƌite oƌ ǁhateǀeƌ.  AŶd that 
ƌeallǇ is ǁhat ŵade it ǁoƌth doiŶg, this, seeiŶg people͛s attitude tuƌŶiŶg 
ƌouŶd.  AŶd soŵe of theŵ did go oŶ aŶd get joďs ďut I ǁasŶ͛t ƌeallǇ...fƌoŵ 
the Joď CeŶtƌe͛s poiŶt ǀieǁ that ǁas ǁhat it ǁas aďout aŶd oďǀiouslǇ I got a 
buzz out of getting people through qualifications and seeing people get jobs 
and what have you, but there was always that tension as well because the 
Joď CeŶtƌe ǁaŶted us to ďe gettiŶg joďs aŶd ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁaŶted us 
to be getting qualifications because we got paid for that 
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Here Hannah is touching on a dilemma which lay at the heart of an approach toward the 
teaching of literacy to adults. To teach any type of literacy it was necessary for Hannah 
and her colleagues to distance themselves curriculum as set by the bodies funding the 
aĐtiǀitǇ aŶd theŶ to paǇ atteŶtioŶ to pƌoďleŵs faĐed ďǇ theiƌ ĐlieŶts. As HaŶŶah saǇs ͚the 
ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt thiŶgs ǁeƌe Ŷot ƌeĐoƌded, theǇ ǁeƌeŶ͛t the ƋualifiĐatioŶs oƌ the joďs it 
ǁas just that huŵaŶ ĐoŶtaĐt͛. ;M, P, C&I) 
 
ListeŶiŶg to HaŶŶah͛s aĐĐouŶt of ǁoƌkiŶg as a liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌ at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ 
the picture which emerges is one of chaos constrained.  In truth no significant part of the 
activity fits with any other part.  The students and to a great extent the teachers cannot 
identify with, oƌ ďelieǀe iŶ, the set oďjeĐtiǀes. The studeŶts aƌe ďeiŶg ͚upskilled͛ foƌ 
nonexistent jobs, and the certificates the students achieve are largely worthless in the 
eŵploǇŵeŶt ŵaƌket. Fƌoŵ HaŶŶah͛s poiŶt of ǀieǁ the pƌojeĐt ǁas iŶteŶded to deal ǁith 
aspects of the ĐlieŶts͛ plight ǁhiĐh ǁeƌe Ŷot those ǁhiĐh ǁeƌe ŵost pƌessiŶg.  Theƌe ǁas 
still aŶ eleŵeŶt of suƌpƌise iŶ HaŶŶah͛s ǀoiĐe ǁheŶ she tells hoǁ the teaĐheƌs, the Joď 
CeŶtƌe ŵaŶageƌs, the ŵaŶageƌs of ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛, aŶd the ͚goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛, ǁeƌe all 
more or less knowingly, involved in mutually misleading each other about what was 
happening.  
 
Hannah began to hear rumours of arguments and serious tensions among the managers 
of ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛. Theƌe ǁas also talk of the oƌgaŶisatioŶ ďeiŶg seeŶ by the Job 
CeŶtƌe as a ͚failiŶg pƌoǀideƌ͛. HaŶŶah deĐided to leaǀe aŶd ďǇ good foƌtuŶe fouŶd a plaĐe 
iŶ a ŵoƌe ͚ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ͛ teaĐhiŶg oƌgaŶisatioŶ. A feǁ ŵoŶths lateƌ ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ 
collapsed amid rumours of unpaid bills, money being misappropriated and stories of the 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt ƌuŶŶiŶg aǁaǇ ǁith eaĐh otheƌ͛s spouses. BehiŶd the ͚ĐaŶ do͛ ŵaŶtƌa it 
eŵeƌged that little aĐtuallǇ ǁas ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁith this tƌaiŶiŶg ĐoŵpaŶǇ.  
 
Similar problems about how to square the circle of meeting targets, securing funding and 
doing what is considered to be the right thing continue for Hannah, though in a far less 
acute form.  In her present role Hannah is very happy and believes that she holds her 
position because she has been blessed. She explained to me that she feels herself to be 
one of the last people left to be able to teach the students she likes most in a way she 
feels is suitable even though this involves some fairly heavy compromise. Hannah spoke 
about some of the managerial aspects of her work which demands that she put on 
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courses which attract government funding. Sometimes in her opinion this leads her to 
organise classes in a way which teachers complain does not recognise the true needs of 
the students. Talking about these conflicting vectors guiding her working life Hannah 
explains: 
 
I haǀe to ďalaŶĐe ďoth, ďut oŶ the otheƌ haŶd if Ǉou doŶ͛t ďalaŶĐe the tǁo 
theŶ Ǉou doŶ͛t get fuŶdiŶg, aŶd Ǉou doŶ͛t haǀe aŶǇ Đlasses, theŶ Ǉou haǀe 
no one to teach so in a roundabout way when you do come full circle so when 
you come full circle it does benefit the tutors in a long way round, but I feel 
I haǀe to justifǇ it all the tiŵe ǁhiĐh is a ďit fƌustƌatiŶg. It͛s a pitǇ that ǁe 
ĐaŶ͛t just put oŶ the Đlasses that ǁe ǁaŶt to put oŶ ďut ǁe ĐaŶ͛t.  
 
Hannah recounted a very odd story about how a group of students wanted to study a 
short grammar course and asked her to organise it, she says that the students were 
prepared to pay for it themselves. Even if it was independently financed her institute 
insisted that this course could not be arranged. Hannah believes that this was because 
under the terms of the contract between her institution and the Learning and Skills 
Council (LSC) there was a ban on organising courses which did not lead to an accredited 
examination. (M) 
 
IŶ ouƌ fiŶal iŶteƌǀieǁ I asked HaŶŶah if she felt ͚attaĐhed͛ to ThaŶet.  “he poiŶted 
out that she could not really see herself moving away:  
 
I think where you live is ...  about the relationships that you have around you, 
and lots and lots of my friends are here so that makes a lot of attachment. I 
doŶ͛t kŶoǁ that I ǁould ǁaŶt to ŵoǀe aǁaǇ siŵplǇ ďeĐause of that, those 
connections are important to me. I am not sure whether, it is not an option, 
but I am not sure whether, if the option came to move away to get more 
income, to be better off whether that would be an attractive proposition, I 
think probably not actually because I am not sure that that is the most 
iŵpoƌtaŶt thiŶg iŶ life, I doŶ͛t thiŶk it is ƌeallǇ. ;P) 
 
For Hannah place in the form of friendships and relationships is important especially in 
its ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to ǁhat she ƌefeƌs to as ͚ƌeĐogŶitioŶ͛.  This theŵe is pƌeseŶt iŶ HaŶŶah͛s 
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story in various forms.  Looking back to the period when she was a single mother Hannah 
desĐƌiďed heƌself as ͚a siŶgle ŵotheƌ liǀiŶg iŶ ‘aŵsgate͛ as though the plaĐe ǁas iŶtegƌal 
to the identity.  Hannah talks about the end of her marriage in terms of her own 
emergence as a person, and then she talked about the lack of recognition of the 
iŵpoƌtaŶt soĐial ƌole of ͚siŶgle ŵotheƌhood͛, lateƌ she felt that she ǁas Ŷot giǀeŶ 
sufficient work at the EFL school because she was an older mother. Now an aspect of 
HaŶŶah͛s pƌeseŶt life ǁhiĐh she paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ eŶjoǇs is the ƌeĐogŶitioŶ ǁhiĐh she gets fƌoŵ 
her job. It is not only the fact of being recognised in this role which counts for Hannah. It 
is that she feels the role to be a positive one representing values which she supports.  
 
I do think that the recognition aspect is quite important for me and maybe 
that is because of what I went through with my husband, maybe it is just a 
human instinct that we like to be recognised, I am sure that has got a lot to 
do with it Maybe it is because society does only recognise you when you are 
in a job and maybe that is why people are made redundant sometimes they 
go into depression or lose their sense of identity because their identity is 
their job. So while I am not stupid enough to think that what I am recognised 
foƌ aŶd ǁhat I aĐhieǀe doesŶ͛t ďuild aŶd help aŶd iŶĐƌease ŵǇ seŶse of self-
worth I would hope that that is not the only thing it is founded on, because 
that would be equally sad. 
 
The impression I took away from my last meeting with Hannah was of a person who at 
the time was quite content with who she is and life in general.  It is her belief that God 
has favoured her, I could not share this opinion but reflecting on her contentment 
pleased me. 
 
The last time I interviewed Hannah we finished at around five in the afternoon. As I 
walked towards the railway station it was already dark and Margate was entering into 
the ƌauĐousŶess of a FƌidaǇ Ŷight. “ŵall gƌoups of people ǁeƌe ͚goiŶg out͛; theƌe ǁas aŶ 
angry altercation between a woman with a Staffordshire Bull Terrier and two young men 
already half cut. Even though it was only late afternoon there was a sharp edge to the 
jolliŶess of the ǁeekeŶd staƌtiŶg. The feeliŶg of ǀague ŵeŶaĐe poiŶted up HaŶŶah͛s 
contentment making it at once both more precious and precarious. (P) 
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Grace 
 
 
Of all the people interviewed for this project it was in conversations with Grace that I 
felt the ͚seŶse ŵakiŶg͛ pƌoĐess ŵost ŶotiĐeaďlǇ at ǁoƌk. “oŵetiŵes GƌaĐe said thiŶgs 
and then watched for my reaction as though what she was saying was being put 
forward tentatively. At other times Grace would straightforwardly ask me for my 
opiŶioŶ of ǁhat she had said. The toŶe ǁas set iŶ GƌaĐe͛s fiƌst utteƌaŶĐe of ouƌ fiƌst 
iŶteƌǀieǁ: ͚It's a stƌaŶge plaĐe eduĐatioŶ, isŶ͛t it? The tag ƋuestioŶ ǁas the ŵost 
important part of this opening. Grace waited; I confirmed that I agreed with her 
aŶsǁeƌiŶg, ͚Ǉeah͛, aďout the stƌaŶgeŶess, though I ǁas Ŷot suƌe ǁhǇ she ƌefeƌƌed to it 
as a place. I really did agree about the strangeness, but I spoke also to build solidarity 
at the start of an interview like this. She then continued referring to her relatively 
ƌeĐeŶt ŵoǀe fƌoŵ aŶ FE Đollege to a seĐoŶdaƌǇ sĐhool; ͚I haǀeŶ͛t kŶoǁŶ aŶǇthiŶg like 
it. I thought it ǁas just Đollege ďut Ŷoǁ I go to sĐhool it͛s eǀeŶ ǁoƌse.͛ I fouŶd ŵǇself 
laughiŶg. That͛s hoǁ ǁe ďegaŶ, within seconds it was clear that Grace preferred to 
speak directly.  
 
Grace was born in Dartford just over fifty miles from Margate where her parents 
ŵoǀed ǁheŶ she ǁas aďout fiǀe Ǉeaƌs old. GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ ǁas fƌoŵ PeĐkhaŵ iŶ “outh 
London an area which had ďeeŶ solidlǇ ͚ŵiddle Đlass͛ iŶ the eaƌlǇ paƌt of the tǁeŶtieth 
century but which lost status as the century progressed and especially declined in the 
post war years. Reconstruction and slum clearance programmes in other parts of 
London meant that many people were re-housed in Peckham. The new flats were 
initially seen as being desirable but the estates began to become the focus of social 
pƌoďleŵs as eaƌlǇ as the ϭϵϳϬs. GƌaĐe͛s ŵotheƌ ǁas fƌoŵ CoulsdeŶ iŶ “uƌƌeǇ, a ĐlassiĐ 
commuter town which was absorbed into the London urban area during the early part 
of the last century; it is now in the southernmost part of the London Borough of 
CƌoǇdoŶ, ǁheƌe LoŶdoŶ offiĐiallǇ eŶds. GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ ǁas ĐoŶsideƌaďlǇ oldeƌ thaŶ heƌ 
mother; they had an affair when he had already been married for twenty years.  
WheŶ GƌaĐe͛s ŵotheƌ ďeĐaŵe pƌegŶaŶt ǁith heƌ oldeƌ ďƌotheƌ heƌ paƌeŶts deĐided to 
get ŵaƌƌied, aŶd ŵoǀed to Daƌtfoƌd. GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ ǁas iŶ ƌoad haulage aŶd oǁŶed a 
small business. Grace does not remember very much about Dartford but she attributes 
the ŵoǀe to Maƌgate to heƌ fatheƌ͛s loǀe of the sea. He oǁŶed a sŵall ďoat aŶd she 
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alone would accompany him on it as neither her mother nor her brother could swim 
(P).  
GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ eŵeƌges fƌoŵ heƌ stoƌǇ as soŵeoŶe ǁho expected other members of 
his faŵilǇ to do ǁhat he said. IŶdeed fƌoŵ GƌaĐe͛s desĐƌiptioŶ it alŵost appeaƌs as 
though he found it difficult to imagine that Grace or her mum might legitimately hold 
an opinion different to his own. Whenever Grace recounts what her father said it 
seems to be emphatic: 
 
I had a thing about being told what to do. I think I still have it now. I think 
that because my Dad was twenty years older than my mum, so I think I have 
gƌoǁŶ up ǁith ... I hate authoƌitǇ … Well I hated it ďaĐk then. I had no respect 
for it.  
 
This dislike foƌ authoƌitǇ ǁas fed ďǇ, aŶd fed iŶto, GƌaĐe͛s attitude to sĐhool.  JuŶioƌ 
school was not such a problem but in secondary school Grace found herself at 
loggeƌheads ǁith the ͚sǇsteŵ͛. At the eŶd of heƌ seĐoŶdaƌǇ sĐhool tiŵe heƌ paƌeŶts 
were asked to paǇ foƌ heƌ O leǀel eǆaŵs as the sĐhool did Ŷot tƌust heƌ ͚Ŷot to tƌuaŶt͛.  
 
I just tried to beat the system, trying to bunk off, just thinking that I could 
win. Just looking for an easy route out, really ... But obviously that messed 
up all my ... sitting my maths, English. My parents had to pay for my exams 
ďeĐause theǇ didŶ͛t tƌust ŵe Ŷot to tƌuaŶt. ;C&I) 
 
At the end of school Grace could not consider attending college to obtain professional 
or vocational training.  
 
... when I left school my Dad said to ŵe, ͚ǁell Ǉou͛ƌe Ŷot goiŶg to Đollege 
͚Đause Ǉouƌ ďƌotheƌ͛s goŶe aŶd ǁe ĐaŶ͛t affoƌd foƌ Ǉou to go.͛ “o that ǁas 
just fiŶe, I didŶ͛t ǁaŶŶa go. “o I had to get a joď. I got this little joď iŶ a shop 
aŶd I didŶ͛t ǁaŶt to do the YT“, Ǉes it ǁas ďaĐk then. It was £50 a week. And 
that was fine, it was a little sweet shop and I worked really hard. (C&I) 
 
Grace at 16 years old set out to be an exemplary worker in her sweet shop. After a 
short time she was moved to another shop a few doors away but owned by the same 
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people. The shop sold general house ware and cleaning products.   Grace saw it as a 
promotion not least because she received a small pay rise; again she continued to work 
hard and eventually when she was eighteen she was put in charge of an off licence, 
again under the same owners:  
 
TheŶ he pƌoŵoted ŵe to the off liĐeŶĐe ďeĐause I͛d ƌeallǇ ǁoƌked haƌd 
there. I worked so hard that when my shift ended say it was the end of the 
day and I was closing up the shop, I used to stay on extra to make sure that 
eǀeƌǇthiŶg ǁas all ŶiĐe aŶd Ŷeat. But theǇ didŶ͛t kŶoǁ that. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhǇ 
I did it but I took real, great pride in it.  
 
‘efleĐtiŶg oŶ GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ it seems reasonable to wonder how far the shopkeepeƌ͛s 
igŶoƌaŶĐe of GƌaĐe͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to theiƌ shop was real or feigned: 
 
Then I got promoted to the off-licence and it went a bit wrong there, cause I 
was turning eighteen and my friends were coming in and we were going out 
and I used to give them free alcohol and fags. But I got caught! So that sort 
of ended that.  
 
Grace was prosecuted for theft by the shopkeepers. She entered a plea of guilty but at 
heƌ fatheƌ͛s iŶsisteŶĐe she ĐhaŶged the plea to iŶŶoĐeŶt. BeĐause of the ĐhaŶge of plea 
the case was heard by a jury over a three day trial it was a process she describes as 
͚hoƌƌeŶdous͛.  GƌaĐe ǁas fouŶd guiltǇ aŶd fiŶed £ϭ,ϬϬϬ, the ǀalue of the goods stoleŶ 
was put at £9. (C&I) 
 
While awaiting her trial Grace obtained work selling double gazing to shoppers at a DIY 
supeƌstoƌe. As GƌaĐe desĐƌiďes it heƌ ͚looks͛ plaǇed a paƌt iŶ seĐuƌiŶg aŶd theŶ 
succeeding in the job, as she told the story I also imagined that her good looks and 
ƌeďellious attitude ŵight also haǀe plaǇed a paƌt iŶ heƌ ͚haƌsh͛ tƌeatŵeŶt ďǇ the Đouƌt.  
 
“o theǇ ǁeƌe adǀeƌtisiŶg foƌ this joď; ͚deŵoŶstƌatoƌs͛. “o, I ǁeŶt aloŶg aŶd 
got oŶ ƌeallǇ ǁell ǁith the guǇs, the oǁŶeƌs aŶd that aŶd theǇ said, ͚Well 
Ǉou͛ǀe got to ǁoƌk iŶ the supeƌstoƌe.͛ You kŶoǁ haŶdiŶg out ͚disĐouŶt 
ǀouĐheƌs͛ ...aŶd ....I ǁoƌked ƌeally hard at that. They kept me on although I 
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was guilty. ... I think that at that age a lot goes for you on looks and 
eǀeƌǇthiŶg else doesŶ͛t it? You kŶoǁ, giƌls that soƌt of ... iŶ that tǇpe of ǁoƌk, 
ǁheŶ Ǉou͛ƌe ǇouŶgeƌ aŶd ... ǁell theǇ ǁeƌe uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg. 
 
GƌaĐe͛s ĐoŶǀiĐtioŶ ǁas piĐked up ďǇ the loĐal ŵedia she ƌeĐalls hoǁ a ƌeal ͚stigŵa͛ 
attached to her for a while. Even today working in education she must declare the 
conviction whenever she applies for a job(C&I). It is interesting to consider how in the, 
perhaps dubious, world of selling double glazing she found more comprehension and 
foƌgiǀeŶess thaŶ iŶ aƌeas she desĐƌiďes as ďeiŶg ŵoƌe ͚stƌaight laĐed͛. IŶ lateƌ 
interviews Grace returned more than once to this idea of the world of business being, 
in her experience, more comprehending and forgiving than education. Grace was not 
happǇ iŶ this ƌegaƌd ǁith ǁhat she teƌŵed the ͚stuĐk up͛ attitude iŶ eduĐatioŶ toǁaƌd 
youthful misdemeanours and lawbreaking. Grace with some effort, especially through 
what she agaiŶ ƌefeƌs to as ͚haƌd ǁoƌk͛ iŶ heƌ joď ŵaŶaged as faƌ as possiďle to get the 
conviction behind her.  
 
At this time Grace met her future husband who worked as an accountant in a highly 
reputable small local company.  
 
Then I met my husband-to-be. At that poiŶt iŶ tiŵe ... he͛d Đoŵe fƌoŵ a ƌeallǇ 
nice background, really posh and completely the opposite to me where 
eǀeƌǇthiŶg fell off the ďaĐk of a loƌƌǇ! “o I thought I͛d studǇ fuƌtheƌ so I ǁeŶt 
to college to do the BTEC in Business and Finance. 
 
When Grace initially told the story she was not aware of the implied reason for 
studǇiŶg at Đollege: ďeĐause heƌ husďaŶd Đaŵe fƌoŵ a ͚ƌeallǇ ŶiĐe ďaĐkgƌouŶd͛ aŶd that 
she felt this ǁas the ͚opposite͛ of heƌ oǁŶ ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes. GƌaĐe Đoŵpleted heƌ Đouƌse 
over two years working during the day and studying in the evenings. She wanted to 
leaǀe at the eŶd of the fiƌst Ǉeaƌ ďut felt she ĐouldŶ͛t as that ǁould haǀe ŵeaŶt that 
she left without anything to show for the year. So she stayed on to complete the 
second year. By the eŶd of the seĐoŶd Ǉeaƌ she ͚ƌeallǇ eŶjoǇed it͛. OŶĐe agaiŶ GƌaĐe 
talks aďout ͚haƌd ǁoƌk͛ aŶd hoǁ that ĐoŶtƌiďuted to heƌ suĐĐess: 
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I really enjoyed it by the end of it. It was hard work, I was working all day, 
and then in the evenings I was attending college. After that I had homework 
to do.... Then I got a job working for Primrose Care Homes in the accounts 
depaƌtŵeŶt ŵaŶagiŶg the paǇ ƌoll ... I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ hoǁ I got it ... ďut I did.  
 
Grace implies that her husband encouraged her to leave selling double glazing as it was 
not sufficiently respectable. The accountancy firm which he still works with is well 
known in Thanet.  Grace worked with the care homes for perhaps two years then as 
she eǆplaiŶs it she ͚had a ďƌeak͛ aŶd ŵoǀed joďs to ǁoƌk iŶ a Đoŵputeƌ Đompany selling 
network systems. 
 
Grace married whilst working at the computer company. Again, and in an unusual way, 
she talks about the influence of her father: 
 
We got married when I was in computers. Then he had an affair but because my Dad 
was always messiŶg aƌouŶd I ǁasŶ͛t goiŶg to toleƌate it aŶd I just said Ŷo. EǀideŶtlǇ 
he͛d oŶlǇ seeŶ heƌ a Đouple of tiŵes aŶd ... it͛s iƌƌeleǀaŶt ƌeallǇ  ... ďut I just ǁasŶ͛t 
haǀiŶg it. But I ƌeŵeŵďeƌ ŵǇ Dad saǇiŶg to ŵe, ͚He͛s oŶlǇ haǀiŶg aŶ affaiƌ!͛ I said 
͚Dad I͛ŵ Ŷot goiŶg ďaĐk. No ǁaǇ.͛ MǇ Dad ĐouldŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd ŵǇ ƌatioŶale. ;C&I) 
 
Grace looks back on this decision to split with her husband as one of the most 
important in her life. She recounts how she had always made decisions in consultation 
with others, her mother or perhaps more crucially, her father or husband. Splitting with 
her husband in some important ways is seen by Grace retrospectively, as entering into 
the world as an independent person: 
 
I just thought, ͚No!͛ “o Ǉeah that ǁas Ƌuite ... the ďiggest ... no, not the biggest 
deĐisioŶ ... at that tiŵe it ǁas the ďiggest deĐisioŶ ďeĐause Ǉou͛ǀe ďeeŶ so used to 
making decisions together – just stupid things like car insurance – I was literally 
tossed out into this world at about thirty something and I had to make all the 
decisions. (C&I) 
 
GƌaĐe͛s husďaŶd ŵaƌƌied the ǁoŵaŶ ǁith ǁhoŵ he had the affaiƌ. GƌaĐe ǀeƌǇ ƌaƌelǇ 
sees her ex husband but occasionally when she needs specific advice on financial 
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matters she will approach him as she trusts his advice in this area completely. When 
the divorce papers came through Grace read something that struck her as important: 
 
I started reading everything. I went back over the divorce papers and on the 
ďaĐk it said that the ŵaƌƌiage ǁas offiĐiallǇ ͚dead͛. AŶd I thought ƌight iŶ this 
ŵaƌƌiage Ŷoǁ it͛s Đoŵe to aŶ eŶd ... aŶd oŶ the ďaĐk of it ...  it said that I͛ŵ 
͚dead͛ iŶ this ŵarriage.  ... he went on to marry her and is still with her. Yeah, 
ďut all that put ŵe off ŵaƌƌiage ... I thought I͛d ŵaƌƌied foƌ life. This ŵakes a 
mockery of it all.  
 
Fƌoŵ ǁhat GƌaĐe said I felt that she didŶ͛t feel paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ let doǁŶ ďǇ heƌ husďaŶd 
aŶd ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ does Ŷot thiŶk ill of hiŵ, ďut as she said the ŵaƌƌiage ͚died͛ aŶd she Đaŵe 
to see that in instances such as hers it was the institution itself which became empty.   
 
Sometimes the criticism is made of life story work that it concentrates on the detail, or 
even the trivia of life. This charge merits consideration if only because there is 
something to be gained by trying to understand the thinking from which it originates. 
Heƌe lookiŶg at GƌaĐe͛s thoughts oŶ the eŶd of heƌ ŵaƌƌiage it is ƌeǀealing to view them 
as reflecting some important concerns of feminism. Certainly her remark about being 
͚tossed out iŶto the ǁoƌld͛ is eǀoĐatiǀe aŶd ĐaŶ ďe seeŶ as ĐaptuƌiŶg alďeit aŵďiguouslǇ 
soŵethiŶg of the eŵotioŶ of ďƌeakiŶg aǁaǇ fƌoŵ ͚patƌiaƌĐhǇ͛. 
 
Viewed fƌoŵ this peƌspeĐtiǀe ǁe ĐaŶ ĐoŶsideƌ GƌaĐe͛s teǆt aďout hoǁ she Đould Ŷot 
aĐĐept heƌ husďaŶd͛s ͚ŵessiŶg aƌouŶd͛ iŶ paƌt ďeĐause it eĐhoed siŵilaƌ ďehaǀiouƌ oŶ 
the paƌt of heƌ fatheƌ aŶd theŶ the latteƌ͛s atteŵpts to peƌsuade heƌ to oǀeƌlook heƌ 
husband ͚just haǀiŶg aŶ affaiƌ͛. IŶ a lateƌ iŶteƌǀieǁ GƌaĐe told of hoǁ heƌ ŵotheƌ had 
disĐoǀeƌed heƌ fatheƌ͛s affaiƌs aŶd hoǁ this deǀastated heƌ ŵotheƌ. IŶ paƌt she 
attƌiďutes heƌ ŵotheƌ͛s suffeƌiŶg fƌoŵ depƌessioŶ to heƌ fatheƌ͛s affaiƌs. GƌaĐe liŶks heƌ 
motheƌ͛s dislike of ThaŶet aŶd heƌ hoŵe to the paiŶ eǆpeƌieŶĐed iŶ these plaĐes. 
ListeŶiŶg to GƌaĐe desĐƌiďe the aŶguish heƌ ŵotheƌ eŶduƌed ďeĐause of heƌ fatheƌ͛s 
affairs it is evident this experience must have influenced Grace herself. After Grace 
read back over the transcript of the interviews and her story she asked that I ensure 
that her father did not emerge as a sympathetic character. (C&I) 
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Lateƌ GƌaĐe desĐƌiďed hoǁ heƌ fatheƌ͛s ďusiŶess ǁas ͚doŶe foƌ ďǇ Maggie ThatĐheƌ͛ aŶd 
he became bankrupt. Although his company was limited liability her father sold the 
family house to pay off the debts he owed as a matter of principal. Grace is clear about 
heƌ fatheƌ͛s philaŶdeƌiŶg aŶd hoǁ it iŶjuƌed heƌ ŵotheƌ. The saŵe ŵaŶ ǁas pƌepaƌed 
to sacrifice much to satisfy his creditors. Grace pointed out that her father was a very 
upƌight ŵaŶ iŶ thiŶgs of ďusiŶess. ‘eadiŶg GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ aŶd listeŶiŶg to heƌ iŶteƌǀieǁs 
a ŵajoƌ theŵe of geŶdeƌ eŵeƌges stƌoŶglǇ. IŶ GƌaĐe͛s aĐĐouŶt theƌe is uŶeǆpeĐted 
juxtaposition of a single man in two contrasting lights; the honourable small 
ďusiŶessŵaŶ aŶd the heaƌtless philaŶdeƌeƌ. IŶ GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ patƌiaƌĐhǇ aŶd seǆisŵ 
attain a palpability at once both quotidian and visceral. (C&I) 
 
GƌaĐe desĐƌiďes hoǁ afteƌ heƌ oǁŶ diǀoƌĐe she eŶjoǇed ͚paƌtǇiŶg͛ aŶd goiŶg oŶ 
holidaǇs. BeiŶg ͚tossed out iŶto the ǁoƌld͛ ǁas Ŷot ǁithout  ĐoŵpeŶsatioŶs. GƌaĐe ŵet 
another man who she says is not at all like her first husband; 
 
He was completely the opposite to my husband and more probably like my 
Dad͛s side of the family ... for some reason he fascinated me and he was very 
intelligent so he kept my mind stimulated. He would tell me stories and I 
believed him. They were true stories and it just opened my mind. He thought 
I was very ...not stupid ... very naive. 
 
Grace became pregnant and had to confront her fear of being a single mother. Earlier 
ǁheŶ soŵe of fƌieŶds ďeĐaŵe ŵotheƌs GƌaĐe had thought ͚Oh god, theƌe͛s aŶotheƌ 
fƌieŶd goŶe͛. GƌaĐe poiŶted out that she had ͚lost͛ seǀeƌal Đlose fƌieŶds to pƌegŶaŶĐǇ 
and motherhood, and she was fearful of following their path. Grace superimposes her 
apprehension of the difficulties of single motherhood onto her memories of her own 
childhood. She had disliked the idea of pregnancy considering it to be almost akin to an 
illness. In her description of the anxieties connected to her pregnancy Grace recalled 
her visits to her own grandmother.   
Grace remembers the process by which she chose to go through with the pregnancy: 
 
No, it͛ll ďe a ƌough ƌide ahead ďut ... MǇ ŵuŵ ǁas ǀeƌǇ ill at the time and I 
thought ͚Ŷo I͛ŵ Ŷot goiŶg to.͛ ... ďut Ǉou͛ƌe diĐiŶg ǁith soŵeoŶe͛s life oƌ 
death ... It frightened me thinking what does the future hold? My worst fear 
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of ever being in that  ... you know in London you see these estates with all 
the ǁashiŶg? That ǁas ŵǇ ǁoƌst feaƌ. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ it oŶlǇ Đaŵe ďaĐk to ŵe 
just then but that was my worst fear of actually being the parent of a child 
without anyone. And hanging my washing out for everyone to see. 
 
Grace linked her fear of being a single parent with her dread of London as seen from 
the windows of the suburban trains travelled on when she and her brother would 
accompany her mother to visit her grandmother in Coulsden. To her the scene was one 
of South London housing estates with the washing hanging out in full view of passers-
by. Mixed with this was her fear of the concentration of people visibly different to 
those of ThaŶet. GƌaĐe ƌeŵeŵďeƌs feeliŶg alaƌŵed ďǇ ͚ďlaĐk people͛ ;PͿ.  GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ 
never joined them on these trips to London: 
 
We used to go up to NaŶ͛s Ƌuite a lot, ǁhiĐh ǁas “uƌƌeǇ ŵǇ ŵuŵ used to 
take us thƌough ViĐtoƌia oŶ the tƌaiŶ, Đause Muŵ didŶ͛t dƌiǀe. MǇ Dad ǁas 
pƌoďaďlǇ out ǁoŵaŶisiŶg soŵeǁheƌe so he͛d Ŷeǀeƌ take ŵǇ ŵuŵ up to 
London eǀeŶ though he ǁoƌked iŶ LoŶdoŶ. “o Ǉeah I just didŶ͛t like it aŶd 
everyone was a different colour ... it was just frightening ... so yeah I hated 
London.  
 
GƌaĐe͛s soŶ ǁas ďoƌŶ aŶd Ŷoǁ she ĐaŶŶot uŶdeƌstaŶd heƌ past feaƌs though Ŷoǁ she 
talks of the terrible nature of a decision on whether or not to terminate a pregnancy. 
The motif of washing hanging out on housing estates is still for her an image of poverty 
and loneliness. (P) 
 
Almost as an afterthought Grace explained that by the time she became pregnant she 
had left her job with the IT company and had opened a small shop selling soft 
fuƌŶishiŶgs. This shop ǁas Ŷoǁ dƌaggiŶg heƌ toǁaƌd ͚fiŶaŶĐial deǀastatioŶ͛. The 
inevitable happened the shop had to be closed compelling her to sell her home and live 
in rented accommodation in order to repay a loan of £20,000. Grace like her father 
before her had been forced to deal with bankruptcy and moving home. As she 
explained this I realised that this particular ordeal of bankruptcy was present in the life 
history of at least four of the people interviewed for this project. (C&I, P) 
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Three months after her son was born she returned to work in IT. As Grace explains it 
she has ďeeŶ aďle ͚ďit ďǇ ďit͛ to ƌeďuild heƌ life as a siŶgle ŵotheƌ paǇiŶg off deďts. Heƌ 
soŶ͛s fatheƌ is a ͚good dad͛ aŶd GƌaĐe eǆplaiŶs hoǁ he suppoƌts heƌ ǁith theiƌ soŶ ďut 
as she saǇs ͚Dale aŶd I Ŷeǀeƌ staǇed togetheƌ͛. GƌaĐe giǀes the iŵpƌessioŶ of ďeiŶg 
quite happy with her life the way it is, living in a new home in a neat cul-de-sac in 
Margate with her young son.   
 
After the birth of her son Grace started to look for a change in her work. She told a 
friend that she was fed up with selling IT equipment and the friend suggested working 
with a Thanet based charity which taught young people excluded from school.  
 
I just got to the poiŶt ǁheƌe I didŶ͛t ǁaŶt to do it aŶǇŵoƌe. I had ŵǇ soŶ I 
ǁas ďƌiŶgiŶg hiŵ up oŶ ŵǇ oǁŶ aŶd I just thought, ͚Do Ǉou kŶoǁ this is a 
ǁaste of tiŵe. I ĐaŶ͛t do it͛ Just liteƌallǇ the thought of selliŶg Ŷetǁoƌks agaiŶ 
was like ͚I just ĐaŶ͛t do it͛. MǇ fƌieŶd said to ŵe ǁhat aďout ǁoƌkiŶg foƌ ͚The 
PathǁaǇ PƌojeĐt͛. I said I ĐaŶ͛t ǁoƌk foƌ that ŵoŶeǇ. I said it is Đƌap. ... so 
aŶǇǁaǇ I ǁeŶt iŶto a Đlassƌooŵ aŶd I thought ͚oh ŵǇ god I ĐaŶ͛t do this 
eitheƌ͛. But foƌ soŵe ƌeasoŶ I felt attaĐhed to the kids. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhǇ ďut 
I started to like them.  
 
GƌaĐe got the joď oŶ the stƌeŶgth of heƌ kŶoǁledge of ͚ďusiŶess͛ aŶd ͚fiŶaŶĐe͛. The 
charity which offered her the job specializes in working with young people who were 
either offenders or at risk of being drawn into crime. Grace was asked by the charity to 
complete the Diploma in Teaching in the Lifelong Learning Sector (DTLLS). Quite 
unexpectedly Grace was drawn into Higher Education many years after she had 
assuŵed that ͚uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛ ǁas Ŷot foƌ heƌ.  
 
When Grace had completed her BTEC she had been 23 years old and she had not 
studied formally since then; a gap of some 20 years. Grace enjoyed studying again but it 
was not without its problems. Grace criticises some lecturers who weƌe ͚Ŷot Đleaƌ͛ aŶd 
it took a ǁhile to get ďaĐk iŶto the haďit of studǇiŶg. AgaiŶ GƌaĐe ŵeŶtioŶs ͚haƌd ǁoƌk͛ 
as being the mainstay of her completion of DTLLS: 
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I did ƌeseaƌĐh aŶd fiŶdiŶg out aďout diffeƌeŶt thiŶgs. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat 
happened to my brain ... I͛d get fƌustƌated soŵetiŵes... Ideologies - I just 
could not get it. It frustrated the hell out of me ... and then Christ Church 
pulled one of my essays ... the tutor slated me. I really wanted to have a 
go ďaĐk ďut theǇ said ͚DoŶ͛t, just staǇ Ƌuiet. You passed it that ŵodule.͛ It 
was my Gran she said to just be quiet. ... I passed it in the end. (C&I) 
 
GƌaĐe͛s ǁoƌkplaĐe at this tiŵe ǁas kŶoǁŶ to ŵe. I had oďseƌǀed ŵoƌe thaŶ oŶe Đlass 
theƌe. The ĐhaƌitǇ speĐialised iŶ teaĐhiŶg liteƌaĐǇ, ŶuŵeƌaĐǇ, aŶd ͚Woƌk “kills͛ to ǇouŶg 
men and women usually in their mid to late teens who had been excluded from school. 
Almost all of these young people were troubled, some in many ways. In the lessons I 
had observed I had been struck by the modus vivendi of the classrooms.  
 
The successful teachers such as Grace learnt to engage with the students pretty much 
on terms which the young people could tolerate. I was required to grade the lessons I 
had observed. In such instances I usually found myself at a loss. I knew the criteria we 
were supposed to apply which were drawn up along guidelines given by OFSTED. For a 
teacher to receive a good grade or above the students should be more or less fully 
engaged throughout the lesson.  
 
The young people in this charity were in many cases awaiting sentencing by the courts, 
many struggled with substance dependency, some had mental health problems and all 
had been excluded from school. The classes were generally unruly with an almost 
permanent threat of a more serious eruption of some sort or another. When I observed 
Grace I was amazed at how she managed the tightrope, maintaining order by being 
firm and holding some type of line, whilst avoiding placing any obvious barrier in front 
of the ǇouŶg ŵeŶ.  I gaǀe GƌaĐe a ͚Good͛ gƌade foƌ the lesson I observed.  She 
maintained an environment in which some learning, though very little, had taken place 
but amazingly there had been no eruption despite the continuous and alarming 
tremors. I was convinced that no-one could have taught the class better and yet on the 
official criteria it was a lesson that would have been judged a failure. (M) 
 
Of the teachers whose stories are considered in this project I have seen five teach. All 
of them have had to deal with classes which by any reasonable reckoning would be 
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difficult. The class I saw Grace teach was by some way the most intractable yet 
somehow she did it. I have never understood how teachers working in contexts similar 
to that in which I observed Grace are supposed to be graded.  
In the class I observed Grace teach there was one young man in particular who 
appeared to be finding the classroom environment very difficult indeed. After the 
observation Grace and I discussed the lesson and when I mentioned this young man 
she told me that he had several convictions for burglary and he was awaiting 
sentencing. She feared, and expected, that he would he would be imprisoned. She told 
me how under the surface of the coarse bravado these young men they were all really 
vulnerable. I was not convinced but I felt that Grace knew much more about these 
young men than I did. I found her ability to empathise with them remarkable.  
 
In her first interview I told Grace how I had been very struck by what I understood as 
ambiguity in her teaching role and the relationship in which she stood with the young 
men she taught.  I found it difficult to put my finger on exactly what it was that puzzled 
me. I managed to get out that I was impressed by how it was that even though I felt 
that the students liked her they could not bring themselves to be cooperative, in fact 
they could not even begin to be civil. She remembered the young man awaiting 
sentence: 
 
Yeah, he was, yeah he went down. He was a bit of a bad burglar. Yeah ... it 
was horrendous actually. The police came to the centre to try and arrest him. 
All he wanted was his mum. He was only fifteen. And yeah he went to jump 
out of the window and it ... that will stay with me forever.  
 
Grace explained that she had been told that the police were coming and that she was 
to ensure that the young man was kept in the classroom. This she flatly refused to do: 
 
I said ͚I͛ŵ Ŷot goiŶg to keep hiŵ iŶ the ƌooŵ.͛ He heaƌd this aŶd he daƌted to 
the window. We were on the second floor ...I got him back to the door and 
he said ͚I ǁaŶt to speak to ŵǇ Muŵ.͛ I thought I ĐaŶ uŶdeƌstaŶd this ďeĐause 
you are frightened. .. What if he had jumped out of the window?  ... and I 
opened the door and let him go.  
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Grace explains how the young man ran home and then together with his mother took a 
bus to the police station and, with his mother beside him, presented himself for arrest.  
 
He ǁeŶt doǁŶ foƌ siǆ ŵoŶths aŶd it ǁasŶ͛t aŶǇǁheƌe loĐal. It ǁas 
Birmingham way and his ŵuŵ didŶ͛t haǀe ŵuĐh ŵoŶeǇ. Yeah hoƌƌiďle ... I͛ŵ 
Ŷot saǇiŶg he didŶ͛t deseƌǀe ďut ... I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ... I͛ǀe seeŶ the otheƌ side of 
it ... It͛s just that he ǁas a Đhild aŶd kids ŵake ŵistakes. Not to the saŵe 
extent that he did ... but... 
 
GƌaĐe did Ŷot Đoŵplete that last seŶteŶĐe ͚...ďut ...͛  as she poiŶts out he had 
committed many burglaries. It is hard to imagine that anyone can be happy considering 
a fifteen year child going to prison.   
 
I have now come to understand the ambiguity of GƌaĐe͛s attitude to the ǇouŶg people 
she taught.  Grace and teachers like her work with groups of young people which 
characteristically behave in ways which are not officially recognised. The young men I 
saw Grace teaching routinely used bad language and habitually evinced an attitude 
which was not (officially) accepted by the college. It was also unlikely that they were 
going to make any real progress in literacy or numeracy as they were not able to 
concentrate and were unwilling to work.  
 
Grace has told me that if her students left the premises for any period of time there 
was a good chance that they would return under the influence of drugs. This behaviour 
is not unusual among these students though most colleges and other institutions in 
which these young people are taught tend not to officially recognise the nature of the 
problems encountered by the teachers, this is perhaps in no small part attributable to 
the fact that OFSTED expect the same levels of achievement, retention, attendance for 
all types of student. (M)  
 
Grace gives an  example of the type of problem she has encountered in this regard. She 
talks about how at a secondary school she worked in for one term she found that the 
institution through one of  the senior teachers, tried to discourage a young woman 
from attending because they believed that she could not achieve a suitable GCSE grade. 
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GƌaĐe ďelieǀes that this ǇouŶg ǁoŵaŶ͛s stoƌǇ is ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe of the tǇpe of pƌoďleŵ 
ǁhiĐh ͚ŵisfit͛ ǇouŶg people ĐaŶ faĐe. GƌaĐe desĐƌiďes this stoƌǇ as a ͚ĐlassiĐ͛: 
 
This girl she wanted to do her GCSE English. My [unclear speech sounds like 
͚ǀieǁ͛] on this girl– now this is my viewpoint on it, now. I only been at the 
sĐhool foƌ a Đouple of ǁeeks ... I͛d oŶlǇ ďeeŶ giǀeŶ this giƌl aŶd she͛s iŶ the 
Sixth Form, so she didŶ͛t haǀe to ďe theƌe. Heƌ Muŵ͛s ĐlaiŵiŶg oŶ ďeŶefits 
so she had to go. “he͛d ŵissed thƌee ŵoŶths of sĐhooliŶg ǁhiĐh is Ƌuite 
ŵajoƌ ͚Đause she ǁas doiŶg heƌ GC“E agaiŶ ...‘oŵeo aŶd Juliet, Of MiĐe 
aŶd MeŶ ...aŶd aŶǇǁaǇ, I ŵeet heƌ. “he͛s a ŶiĐe girl. No, let me describe 
heƌ …ĐaŶ I desĐƌiďe ǁhat she looked like? “he ǁasŶ͛t like a Ŷoƌŵal 
teeŶageƌ ͚Đause Ŷoƌŵal teeŶageƌs theǇ͛ƌe Ƌuite pƌettǇ, ǀeƌǇ ĐoŶsĐious of 
ǁhat theǇ look like, theǇ͛ƌe Ƌuite ǀaiŶ aŶd ǀeƌǇ appeaƌaŶĐe-minded. Well 
she ǁasŶ͛t.  
 
She didŶ͛t ƌeallǇ Đaƌe,  she ǁas Ƌuite ĐhuŶkǇ, uŶfoƌtuŶatelǇ she ǁas giŶgeƌ 
haiƌed …Ŷot uŶfoƌtuŶate it ǁas giŶgeƌ, ďut ŵost giƌls ǁould dǇe theiƌ haiƌ 
to aǀoid ďeiŶg piĐked oŶ. D͛Ǉou kŶoǁ ǁhat I ŵeaŶ? “he ǁas Ƌuite giŶgeƌǇ, 
aŶd I͛ŵ afƌaid she ǁasŶ͛t that Đlean. But anyway, I admired her because the 
haƌdest thiŶg ŵust ďe to ǁalk thƌough the sĐhool gates. “he didŶ͛t haǀe 
ŵaŶǇ fƌieŶds eitheƌ. WheŶ I saǁ heƌ atteŶd sĐhool I thought, ͞I ƌeallǇ 
adŵiƌe Ǉou ďeĐause that takes guts.͟ AŶd I just thought that, I did. I ƌespect 
aŶǇďodǇ ǁho Đould ǁalk ďaĐk iŶside afteƌ theǇ͛ǀe ďeeŶ ill foƌ thƌee ŵoŶths. 
“o I Ŷeeded to get soŵe ďooks fƌoŵ the EŶglish faĐultǇ, ͚Of MiĐe aŶd MeŶ͛ 
aŶd ͚‘oŵeo aŶd Juliet͛. I thought that ͚Of MiĐe aŶd MeŶ͛ ǁould ďe easieƌ. 
So I go up to the Head of Department, Mrs. Lewis-PƌitĐhaƌd.  “he͛s a sĐaƌǇ 
lookiŶg ǁoŵaŶ aŶd she shouts ďut she͛s a ǀeƌǇ, ǀeƌǇ good EŶglish teaĐheƌ. I 
like heƌ. “he does sĐaƌe ŵe at tiŵes ďut she͛s ǀeƌǇ…“o I saǇ, ͞Is theƌe aŶǇ 
chance I could borrow a book Of Mice and Men for GeorgiŶa?͟ AŶd she 
saǇs to ŵe, ͞“he is Ŷeǀeƌ goiŶg to aĐhieǀe a GC“E. “he͛s ǁastiŶg Ǉouƌ tiŵe, 
ŵǇ tiŵe, aŶd the sĐhool͛s tiŵe.͟ AŶd I ǁas hoƌƌified. I ǁas aďsolutelǇ 
hoƌƌified. BeĐause I had Ŷo pƌeĐoŶĐeiǀed…Ǉou kŶoǁ. AŶd at the eŶd of the 
daǇ, ǁhateǀeƌ she͛d doŶe iŶ the past ǁas iƌƌeleǀaŶt. The faĐt that she͛d 
walked through those gates was enough for me.  
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GeoƌgiŶa did iŶ faĐt go oŶ to pass heƌ GC“E EŶglish ďut this ǁas iŶ GƌaĐe͛s opiŶioŶ despite 
the sĐhool tƌǇiŶg to ͚lose heƌ͛.  IŶ GƌaĐe͛s estiŵatioŶ this is ďecause schools and colleges 
do not want to risk their achievement and retention targets not being achieved. Grace 
ǁas Ƌuite Đleaƌ oŶ this ͚and then they bang on about targets but for the ones that really 
stƌuggle…that͛s it!͛ 
 
I listeŶed to GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ I ǁas stƌuĐk ďǇ the sĐholastiĐisŵ of a ͚sǇsteŵ͛ ǁhiĐh Đould 
ƌeƋuiƌe studeŶts to studǇ ͚Of MiĐe aŶd MeŶ͛ ǁhilst tƌǇiŶg to eǆĐlude those ǁho ǁeƌe 
deemed to be unlikely to succeed. (M) 
 
For the last three years Grace has worked in an FE college. Her students are not dissimilar 
iŶ ŵaŶǇ ǁaǇs to the ǇouŶg people she ǁoƌked ǁith at ͚The PathǁaǇ PƌojeĐt͛. ;P) 
GƌaĐe eŶjoǇs heƌ ǁoƌk as she saǇs ͚the teaŵ aƌe gƌeat͛. “he has eŶĐouŶteƌed siŵilaƌ 
problems to those she confronted in previous jobs. A performance indicator for her 
͚teaŵ͛ is the pƌopoƌtioŶ of ǇouŶg people ǁho pƌogƌess fƌoŵ ǁhat aƌe Đalled ͚pƌe-
ǀoĐatioŶal͛ to ǀoĐatioŶal Đouƌses. IŶ effeĐt the studeŶts that the ͚teaŵ͛ ǁoƌk ǁith aƌe 
upon entry to the college deemed to be unsuited to entry onto a vocational course. Grace 
is aǁaƌe that heƌ studeŶts ǁho she ƌefeƌs to as ͚ĐhildƌeŶ͛ as if to stƌess the poiŶt that 
they are usually only 16 years old are not generally popular or even well regarded in the 
college: 
 
Almost everyone of those children, whether you like them or not and a lot of 
people doŶ͛t like theŵ, iŶ ϵϵ% of the Đases theƌe is soŵethiŶg that Ǉou ĐaŶ 
like about them, it is very rare that you find someone you cannot like, and they 
all Đoŵe fƌoŵ tƌouďled ďaĐkgƌouŶds of oŶe foƌŵ oƌ aŶotheƌ, aŶd it ǁasŶ͛t 
their fault. They are capable of making their own decisions but they are very 
young, 
 
Foƌ GƌaĐe aŶd heƌ teaŵ it is Ŷot easǇ to get theiƌ studeŶts aĐĐepted oŶto ͚ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ͛ 
vocational courses. This is required if they are to meet their targets but is seen as a 
problem by the lecturers who teach vocational subjects who, if they accept these young 
people, find that they are running the risk of not achieving their own targets if the 
students are not able to successfully complete their course. These lecturers are also 
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reluctant to offer places on their courses because of the additional stress associated with 
ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith people ǁho haǀe ͚ĐhalleŶgiŶg ďehaǀiouƌ͛. GƌaĐe has ŵoƌe thaŶ oŶĐe 
pointed to ways in which she believes targets are met through practices which are within 
the letter of the law though she feels them to be unduly creative.   
 
…ďut the aĐhieǀeŵeŶt taƌgets ǁe ĐaŶ͛t help faďƌiĐate theŵ ďeĐause ǁe haǀe 
to get them onto further courses within the college and we certainly have to 
suck up to a lot of the staff in different departments because our kids are like 
pains in the arse and we want to get them on to mainstream courses  ... but 
theǇ kŶoǁ ouƌ kids ...so Ǉes ďut theƌe is a lot of ͞oh theǇ aƌe the pƌe 
ǀoĐatioŶal kids͟ aŶd theǇ aƌe just seeŶ as uŶƌulǇ aŶd Ŷot really seen for what 
they are. 
 
GƌaĐe does Ŷot ďelieǀe that the ͚ŵaŶageƌs͛ haǀe aŶǇ ƌeal iŶteƌest iŶ the pƌoďleŵs faĐed 
by teachers like her, beyond the need to manage the institutions as far as possible in 
accordance with the demands of OFSTED or other regulatory bodies.  It is a theme in all 
of the interviews conducted for this project that all the teachers, whatever their degree 
of sympathy for their managers, and by and large there was extremely little, see the 
problems of management as being distinct from the problems confronted by the 
teachers. Talking about one particular manager, Matthew Anderson, that she knew 
Grace said the following: 
 
The teaŵ that I ǁoƌked iŶ ǁas solid ďut I felt that…Mattheǁ AŶdeƌsoŶ  I 
thought was too removed from students. I think the senior 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt…theǇ got ƌid of all the old sĐhool oŶes that kŶeǁ eǀeƌǇthiŶg 
and replaced them with new ones and solicitors and accountants and 
everything else, but they are sort of further and further away they are well 
paid ďut Ŷo…theǇ paid Ǉou an appalling wage when you were training, 
which is fine because you were training but when you qualify there were no 
opportunities, there were no jobs to progress onto yet they want to govern 
you, not govern you, they want you to do all these qualifications. They will 
suppoƌt Ǉou, theǇ ǁoŶ͛t paǇ foƌ it oƌ aŶǇthiŶg like that ... ďut theƌe is Ŷo 
further opportunity.(M) 
 
Grace 
94 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
Opening this chapter on Grace I said that she more than any other participant in this 
pƌoĐess had ďeeŶ iŶǀolǀed iŶ ͚seŶse ŵakiŶg͛, at times even asking me questions about 
how I made sense of her story so that she might evaluate episodes or ideas herself. As 
the person writing the story I found this positive as I hoped that Grace had found her 
participation in the project to be valuable. If I might make one further observation it 
ǁould ďe that I ǁoŶdeƌed if GƌaĐe͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to heƌ studeŶts had the uŶeǆpeĐted 
effect of making her isolated in a certain sense. Grace appears to genuinely put her 
students first, if she feels that doing so might be construed as acting against the interests 
of the institution she is working in then she will proceed with great discretion. Given the 
challenging behaviour of the students she works with, and her advocacy of what she feels 
to be their interests this ŵeaŶs that GƌaĐe too looks askaŶĐe at ͚the sǇsteŵ͛. “oŵethiŶg 
that has not, in essence, really changed since her own days in secondary school.  
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Antecedents 2:  Subjects, Objects, Methods, and Digging 
 
 
Language has unmistakably made plain that memory is not an instrument for exploring 
the past, but rather a medium. It is the medium of that which is experienced, just as the 
earth is the medium in which ancient cities lie buried. He who seeks to approach his own 
buried past must conduct himself like a man digging.   
Walter BeŶjaŵiŶ ϭ9ϯϮ ͚EǆcaǀatioŶ aŶd MeŵorǇ͛  
 
 
MuĐh of Walteƌ BeŶjaŵiŶ͛s ǁoƌk ǁas ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the idea of eǆploƌiŶg ŵeŵoƌǇ, 
history and the language in which they are best described. The above is not the only 
time that he framed this work in terms of excavation and digging. This chapter discusses 
the process of digging in this project and the principles which guided it.  
 
This will be done in the following way.  Firstly method and methodology are 
differentiated.  Next some definitions of methodology are discussed with a view to 
showing how these might be applied to working with life stories. Not only are method 
and methodology differentiated but the case is made for considering them to be distinct 
but deeply interconnected things this becomes of crucial importance later in this chapter  
ǁheŶ the Đase is ŵade agaiŶst the ŵethodologiĐal  eǆaggeƌatioŶs of  ďoth ͚oďjeĐtiǀisŵ͛ 
aŶd ͚ŵethodologǇ as autoďiogƌaphǇ͛.   The ŵethods of ƌeseaƌĐh used iŶ this project are 
then discussed and some of the issues and problems of their use are set out. The case is 
made for the validity and reliability of life story based research, if these are understood 
in terms which are reasonable but wider than those normally enforced within 
͚oďjeĐtiǀist͛ liŵits.  
 
The next section of this chapter will provide a description of the research methods used. 
This description forms the basis for a wider reflection on what constitutes the particular 
and distinguishing features of the life story method within the overall paradigm of 
narrative research. Next consideration will be given to some of the questions of 
methodology which this form of research raises, especially with regard to reliability and 
validity. Key to this will be the contention that life story work should be (and often is) 
both reliable and valid even though some of its most prominent proponents claim to 
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esĐheǁ ǁhat theǇ disŵiss as aŶ outdated ͚ŵodeƌŶist͛ fouŶdatioŶ to ŵethodologǇ.  It 
ǁill ďe posited that ͚oďjeĐtiǀist͛ aƌguŵeŶts ƌaised agaiŶst all life stoƌǇ research in 
principle are based on unduly narrow conceptions of what constitutes reliability and 
validity. This is not to deny the perfectly justifiable rejection of some approaches to life 
history work.  At the same time it will be argued that the rejection of validity and 
reliability by many working within life history research is based in misconceptions which 
are broadly similar to those fostered within the positivist and neo positivist camps.  
 
The final part of the chapter will consider how the methodological viewpoint of this 
pƌojeĐt is at ǀaƌiaŶĐe ǁith ŵaŶǇ of the ƌelatiǀist aŶd ͚postŵodeƌŶ͛ outlooks ǁhiĐh aƌe 
common, perhaps dominant, within the wider area of life history research. It will be 
argued that this relativism must be rejected if any philosophically coherent case is to be 
made for the validity of life history work as a form of social science.  
 
A further line of reasoning will be put forward to the effect that in life story work 
relativism is necessarily associated with the rejection of all forms of humanism. Without 
any sort of humanist basis it is not possible for life history work to make any 
methodological claim to be seen as valid. In many important ways humanism must be at 
the core of life history methodology.   
 
Method and Methodology 
It is now useful to talk about the meanings of the terms method and methodology as 
used in this chapter and throughout this project. Method refers to the actual practical 
procedures of a research project; the way in which information is collected. 
Methodology is concerned with the intellectual and academic rationale or principles 
which lie behind method. One widely respected text puts the difference between 
method and methodology as being the following: 
  Methods: the techniques or procedures used to gather and analyses data 
related to some research question or hypothesis.  Methodology: the strategy, or plan of action, process or design lying 
behind the choice and use of particular methods and linking the choice and 
use of particular methods and linking the choice and use of methods to the 
desired outcomes. (Crotty, 1998 p.3) 
Antecedents 2: Subjects, Objects, Methods, and Digging 
97 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
In the last chapter mention was made of the how some non-dialectical approaches place 
things in opposition to each other when they can only be apprehended adequately if 
theǇ aƌe appƌoaĐhed as ďeiŶg ͚paƌt aŶd paƌĐel͛ of the saŵe thiŶg. OŶe of the eǆaŵples 
offeƌed iŶ that disĐussioŶ ǁas the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ ͚oďjeĐtiǀe͛ aŶd ͚suďjeĐtiǀe͛.  
͚Method͛ aŶd ͚ŵethodologǇ͛ aƌe aŶotheƌ suĐh paiƌiŶg it is Ŷot possiďle to iŵagiŶe hoǁ it 
is even possible to speak of one without expressing it terms of the other.   
 
According to Moses and Knutsen (2012, p.ϯͿͿ ŵethods ĐaŶ ďe uŶdeƌstood as ͚pƌoďleŵ 
speĐifiĐ teĐhŶiƋues͛; a paƌtiĐulaƌ ŵethod ďeiŶg ĐhoseŶ ďeĐause it is ďelieǀed to offeƌ aŶ 
appropriate way to investigate a particular question. For Clough and Nutbrown (2012, 
p.ϯϭͿͿ the joď of ŵethod is ͚to hold apaƌt͛ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ aŶd the ͚oďjeĐts ƌeseaƌĐhed͛ a 
desĐƌiptioŶ of a paƌtiĐulaƌ ŵethod should ͚tell us the ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes uŶdeƌ ǁhiĐh the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ŵet the oďjeĐt͛ Heƌe the ŵeaŶiŶg of ͚oďjeĐt͛ is Ŷot stƌaightfoƌǁaƌd. Clough 
aŶd NutďƌoǁŶ go oŶ to aƌgue that ͚PostŵodeƌŶ aĐĐouŶts͛, of ǁhiĐh theiƌs is aŶ eǆaŵple, 
hold  that it is impossible to provide a guarantee that the researcher and the object 
researched are distinct.  According to Clough and Nutbrown some more traditional 
accounts of method argue for the possibility of such a distinction between the 
researcher and the object researched (p.31). In the context of life story work it is hard to 
imagine how a reasonable case might be made for separating the research from that 
which is to be researched as everything revolves around how the researcher interprets a 
particular life story. Moreover the teller of the life story is, in all likelihood, engaged in 
the process of representing their life in the form which they understand to be that which 
the researcher expects.   
 
MethodologǇ ĐaŶ ďe uŶdeƌstood as the ͚fƌaŵe-ǁoƌk͛ ;“taŶleǇ ϭϵϵϬ, p.ϭϯͿ ǁithiŶ ǁhiĐh 
methods and the information they reveal might be understood. For Moses and Knutsen 
(2012, p.ϱͿ ŵethodologǇ ͚deŶotes aŶ iŶǀestigation of the concepts, theories and basic 
pƌiŶĐiples of ƌeasoŶiŶg oŶ a suďjeĐt͛. AgaiŶ it is iŶteƌestiŶg to look at Clough aŶd 
Nutbrown (2012, p.36-ϯϳͿ foƌ theiƌ paƌtiĐulaƌ take oŶ the ŵeaŶiŶg of ŵethodologǇ ͚A 
methodology shows how research questions are articulated with questions asked in the 
field. Its effeĐt is a Đlaiŵ aďout sigŶifiĐaŶĐe.͛ AŶ iŶteƌestiŶg eǆplaŶatioŶ of this paƌtiĐulaƌ 
definition is offered which again is in contrast with more traditional definitions. For 
Clough and Nutbrown despite apparent differences many definitions of methodology 
share the common idea of a justification of research designs or methods: 
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This is why, in our own definition, we do not emphasise a conceptual essence 
for the term, but rather suggest an operational description which will be 
positively useful in justifying any given research design. (p.37, original 
emphasis) 
 
All four of the attempts by Crotty, Stanley, Moses and Knutsen, and Clough and 
Nutbrown, to describe methodology seem to share a fair degree of common ground and 
there is certainly no prima facie case for arguing that they contradict each other. 
Lateƌ iŶ this pƌojeĐt aŶ outliŶe of ǁhat is Đalled a ͚philosophǇ of iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs͛ ǁill ďe 
presented as a fundamental idea in a Marxist world view and as being of considerable 
utility in life history research. The relationship between methods and methodology is 
itself a very interesting immediate example of something which can be grasped only if it 
is understood as a matter of internal relations between the two things. This theory of 
internal relations is very much linked to relationships which are also referred to as 
͚dialeĐtiĐal͛.  
 
IŶ a ǁell ĐoŶĐeiǀed ƌeseaƌĐh pƌojeĐt ͚ŵethods͛ aƌe ĐhoseŶ oŶ the ďasis of 
methodological considerations: a particular research method being chosen because it is 
expected to elicit valid information. Conversely it is not possible to conceive of 
methodology completely apart from considerations of the merits or limitations of 
paƌtiĐulaƌ ŵethods.  MaƌtǇŶ HaŵŵeƌsleǇ iŶ his ϮϬϭϭ ďook ͚MethodologǇ: ǁho Ŷeeds it?͛ 
is concerned to point to an important aspect of the relationship between method and 
methodology: 
 
We Ŷeed to ďegiŶ ďǇ lookiŶg at the ŵeaŶiŶg of the teƌŵ ͚ŵethodologǇ͛, as 
currently used. In its core sense this refers to a discipline concerned with 
studying the methods employed in carrying out some form of enquiry.  
However its meaning also extends to include the body of knowledge built up 
through this methodological work.  (p.32) 
 
HaŵŵeƌsleǇ ideŶtifies ͚thƌee ďƌoad geŶƌes ǁithiŶ the literature on social research 
ŵethodologǇ͛ these hold that ͚ŵethodologǇ͛ ĐaŶ ďe seeŶ ͚as teĐhŶiƋue͛, ͚as philosophǇ͛, 
aŶd ͚as autoďiogƌaphǇ͛ ;p.ϮϬͿ. Foƌ HaŵŵeƌsleǇ eaĐh appƌoaĐh has iŵpoƌtaŶt stƌeŶgths 
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ǁheŶ appƌoaĐhed ǁith ďalaŶĐe aŶd seŶsitiǀitǇ. The ͚oǀeƌdeǀelopŵeŶt͛ ;p.ϯϮͿ of eaĐh of 
these three approaches to methodology brings with it serious problems. Chief among 
these problems is the tendency of each of these three approaches to methodology when 
͚oǀeƌdeǀeloped͛ to seek to ƌadiĐallǇ deǀalue, oƌ disŵiss the others. This 
͚oǀeƌdeǀelopŵeŶt͛ of a postŵodeƌŶ ĐƌitiƋue ǁas the ŵaiŶ suďjeĐt iŶ the fiƌst Đhapteƌ of 
this pƌojeĐt titled ͚AŶteĐedeŶts ϭ͛. IŶ ƌeĐeŶt Ǉeaƌs goǀeƌŶŵeŶtal pƌessuƌes foƌ ͚“ĐieŶĐe 
Based ‘eseaƌĐh͛ iŶ the UŶited “tates aŶd ŵoƌe ǁidelǇ haǀe tended to boost 
͚ŵethodologǇ as teĐhŶiƋue͛ at the eǆpeŶse of otheƌ appƌoaĐhes ;DeŶziŶ aŶd GiaƌdaŶa, 
2008; Denzin, 2009; Torrance, 2014).  
 
UsiŶg HaŵŵeƌsleǇ͛s fƌaŵeǁoƌk it is iŶteƌestiŶg to oďseƌǀe that ŵuĐh of the 
methodological criticism aimed at life history work per se originates from the camp 
ǁhiĐh sees ŵethodologǇ as ͚teĐhŶiƋue͛.  AĐĐoƌdiŶg to HaŵŵeƌsleǇ ŵethodologǇ as 
teĐhŶiƋue iŶ aŶ eǆtƌeŵe foƌŵ ͚is pƌoĐeduƌalisŵ: the idea that good pƌaĐtiĐe aŵouŶts to 
folloǁiŶg a set of ƌules͛ ;p.ϮϬͿ. OǀeƌlǇ ƌigid Đlaiŵs aďout a sample needing to be of a 
ĐeƌtaiŶ ŵiŶiŵuŵ size ďefoƌe it ĐaŶ ďe ǀieǁed as ͚ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe͛ ǁould ďe aŶ eǆaŵple 
of aŶ eǆaggeƌated ͚ŵethodologǇ as teĐhŶiƋue͛ positioŶ.  
 
Many of those working in the area of narrative research would see their methodology 
(in HaŵŵeƌsleǇ͛s teƌŵsͿ as ƌestiŶg iŶ ͚ŵethodologǇ as philosophǇ͛ aŶd ͚ŵethodologǇ as 
autoďiogƌaphǇ͛. ͚MethodologǇ as philosophǇ͛ is held to haǀe deǀeloped soŵeǁhat as a 
reaction to what might now be seen as extreme forms of viewing systematic enquiry as 
being alŵost ĐoŵpletelǇ a ƋuestioŶ of ͚teĐhŶiƋue͛ ǁithout gƌeat iŵpoƌtaŶĐe ďeiŶg 
attached to philosophy. The extreme behaviourist dismissal of any philosophy of mind 
fƌoŵ psǇĐhologǇ ŵight ďe aŶ eǆaŵple of ǁhat ͚ŵethodologǇ as philosophǇ͛ ŵight ƌeaĐt 
against. Behaviourism promoted the technique of measuring that which was observable 
to such a point that it excluded anything which was not open to being measured. 
Behaviourist psychology therefore reached a point where it excluded any notion of 
mind. As Hammersley points out there are very definite advantages to philosophy, 
methodology and hopefully method being carefully calibrated so as to work together.  
The daŶgeƌ of the oǀeƌdeǀelopŵeŶt of  ͚ŵethodologǇ as philosophǇ͛ is ŵaŶifest iŶ the 
way in which in some of its forms it comes to challenge and reject foundational 
assumptions of  all scientific thought and claims to knowledge. Hammersley offers the 
͚diǀeƌse ďodǇ of FƌeŶĐh ǁƌitiŶg that has Đoŵe to ďe laďelled postŵodeƌŶist͛ ;p.ϯϱͿ as 
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examples of this overdevelopment.  Two related arguments from leading lights of French 
postmodernism (both of which are considered more extensively in this project) might be 
offered as instances of an exaggerated methodology as philosophy.    
 
 
Is there an Outside Text? 
The first would be the claim by one of the architects of postmodernism Jean François 
Lyotard that science is no more than a language game (Lyotard, 1979, p.41). The second 
ǁould ďe Deƌƌida͛s Đlaiŵ that ͚Theƌe is ŶothiŶg outside of the teǆt͛ [theƌe is Ŷo outside 
text: il n͛Ǉa pas de hoƌs teǆte] ;Deƌƌida, 1976, p. 158).  
 
Both of these claims amount to more or less the same thing and to some extent they 
ǁeƌe dealt ǁith iŶ the pƌeǀious Đhapteƌ. Both LǇotaƌd͛s aŶd Deƌƌida͛s aƌguŵeŶt depeŶd 
upon on the idea that it is impossible to establish the truth or falsity of a claim by 
ƌeĐouƌse to eǀideŶĐe ďeǇoŶd laŶguage. These Đlaiŵs iŶ tuƌŶ aƌe ƌelated to ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ͛s 
Đlaiŵ that ͚Language does not reflect social reality, but produces meaning, creates social 
ƌealitǇ ;ϭϵϵϰ, p ϱϭϴͿ͛.  
 
What pƌeĐiselǇ Deƌƌida ŵeaŶt ďǇ ͚Theƌe is Ŷo outside teǆt͛ is a suďjeĐt of disĐussioŶ. 
Some of his opponents say that he meant it quite literally. This seems to be unfair on 
Deƌƌida aŶd iŶteƌestiŶglǇ afteƌ Deƌƌida ͚eǆplaiŶed͛ ǁhat he ŵeaŶt, the pƌoďleŵ pƌetty 
much remains.  Derrida argued that the claim made by some of his opponents that he 
believed the world was only a text was false. He explained that he was arguing that our 
understanding of this world was only possible through and was therefore limited to 
͚teǆt͛ ;Deƌƌida, 1998, p.148). To my mind this second claim amounts to something 
essentially similar to that which his opponents originally levelled against him, as it seems 
to deny the possibility of our using the externally existing world to set parameters to, 
and to humanly shape, the texts themselves. A materialist argument follows the lines 
that the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ ͚teǆts͛ aŶd the ǁoƌld is faiƌlǇ siŵilaƌ to that ďetǁeeŶ ŵaps 
and the landscapes they represent. When we use a map it shapes our understanding of 
the landscape, we interpret the landscape through the map, but we ultimately decide on 
its validity (and utility) as a map through our experience of the landscape outside of it. 
Derrida would argue that the landscape or any other social reality is also a text: 
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 What I call "text" implies all the structures called "real," "economic," 
"historical," socio-institutional, in short: all possible referents. Another way 
of ƌeĐalliŶg oŶĐe agaiŶ that "theƌe is ŶothiŶg outside the teǆt͟.  ;Deƌƌida, 
1998, p.148)  
 
But this seems to miss the point that the landscape, or a social reality, has an existence 
beyond and independently of the text. If Derrida persists with his claim that everything 
is ͚teǆt͛ he seeŵs to eŶd up iŶ eǆaĐtlǇ the positioŶ ǁhiĐh his oppoŶeŶts attributed to 
him and which he denied holding.  
 
Of the thƌee tǇpes of ŵethodologǇ iŶ HaŵŵeƌsleǇ͛s aĐĐouŶt ͚ŵethodologǇ as 
autoďiogƌaphǇ͚ is Đlosest to the ŵethodologǇ ŵost ofteŶ used iŶ life stoƌǇ ƌeseaƌĐh. This 
is of course entirely to be expected. Hammersley links this form of methodology to the 
͚Đƌaft tƌaditioŶ͛ ;HaŵŵeƌsleǇ, ϮϬϭϭ, p. 36) in research and he associates it closely with 
the work of C. Wright Mills.In the description of this approach Hammersley points to 
what might be called the personal involvement of the researcher in what is to be 
researched as being a methodological tenet. This is also connected to the accounts of 
ƌeseaƌĐh ĐoŶduĐted ǁithiŶ this ŵethodologǇ ofteŶ ďeiŶg desĐƌiďed as ͚ƌefleǆiǀe 
aĐĐouŶts͛ ;p.ϮϲͿ. The ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐ aspeĐt of ƌeflexivity in social science research is that 
the researcher admits to, or even explores, the effect of their own presence, in their 
work.  
 
As with the other types of methodology described by Hammersley 
͚ŵethodologǇ-as-autoďiogƌaphǇ͛ is to ďe tƌeated ǁith Đaution when it is 
͚oǀeƌdeǀeloped͛. Tǁo pƌiŶĐipal daŶgeƌs aƌe giǀeŶ. FiƌstlǇ the idea of ƌeseaƌĐh 
being reflexive may become exaggerated if it is believed that the researcher 
must provide a fully comprehensive account of their involvement in the 
research.  Such a labour must be in vain as it is impossible to bring all of the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s life iŶto aŶ aĐĐouŶt of hoǁ ƌeseaƌĐh ǁas ĐoŶduĐted aŶd ǁhat 
was found (Hammersley, 2011, p.38).  
 
Hammersley sees a further set of problems with an overdeveloped, ͚ŵethodology as 
autoďiogƌaphǇ͛ staŶdpoiŶt, arising fƌoŵ ͚its iŶsisteŶĐe that ŵethodologǇ should ďe 
desĐƌiptiǀe Ŷot Ŷoƌŵatiǀe͛ ;p.ϯϴͿ.  This ǁill ďe disĐussed ŵoƌe fullǇ a little lateƌ ǁheŶ I 
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consider how an exaggerated insistence on description is used to justify the complete 
rejection of validity in methodology and to replace it with what is described as the 
ƋualitǇ of ͚ǀeƌisiŵilitude͛. Foƌ the ŵoŵeŶt this pƌoďleŵ ǁill ďe iŶtƌoduĐed ďut Ŷot 
explored.  
 
In some cases it is possible to detect in narrative and life story work the idea that 
reflexivity alone is a sufficient condition to guarantee methodological soundness. This 
latteƌ poiŶt is Ŷot ŵade eǆpliĐitlǇ iŶ “aƌah DelaŵoŶt͛s ŵuĐh disĐussed ĐƌitiĐisŵ of 
autoethnography (Delamont, 2007) but it seems to be the underlying argument when 
she ĐoŵplaiŶs that ƌeseaƌĐh of this tǇpe is ͚lazǇ͛. Paul AtkiŶsoŶ ;ϮϬϬϲ, pp. 400-404) 
writing a year before Delamont, pointed out how far reflexivity had long been a quality 
of sound ethnographic research and he also drew attention to the ͚oǀeƌdeǀeloped͛ 
Đlaiŵs of  soŵe ͚postŵodeƌŶists͛ that ƌefleǆiǀitǇ had Ŷot featuƌed iŶ ethŶogƌaphiĐ ǁoƌk 
prior to its development at their own hands (p.400). Atkinson points to a further 
problem which: 
 
...stems from a tendency to promote ethnographic research on writing on 
the basis of its experiential value, its evocative qualities, and its personal 
commitments rather than its scholarly purpose, its theoretical bases, and its 
disciplinary contributions. This in turn reflects a wider problem in that the 
methodological has been transposed onto the plane of personal experience, 
while the value of sociological or anthropological fieldwork has been 
translated into a quest for personal fulfilment on the part of the researcher. 
(p.403) 
 
AtkiŶsoŶ͛s ĐoŵŵeŶt aďoǀe is aiŵed at ͚autoethŶogƌaphǇ͛, a paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ĐoŶtƌoǀeƌsial 
form of scholarly work. It should be noted that it is by no means clear that Atkinson 
would agree to the designation of all forms of this writing to be called scholarship.  
Atkinson is opposed to ͚autoethŶogƌaphiĐ͛ ƌeseaƌĐh ǁhiĐh sees ͚ƌefleǆiǀe͛ eaƌŶestŶess as 
a substitute for academic discipline. The criticism can logically be extended to any type 
of Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ƌeseaƌĐh iŶ ǁhiĐh ͚peƌsoŶal ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt ƌatheƌ thaŶ ... sĐholaƌlǇ puƌpose͛ 
(Atkinson, 20Ϭϲ p.ϰϬϯͿ is its ƌaisoŶ d͛ġtƌe. It ǁould ďe iŶǀidious to giǀe a stƌiŶg of 
examples of pieces of work in which this might be said to have taken place but it seems 
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faiƌ to giǀe aŶ eǆaŵple iŶ ǁhiĐh this is stƌess oŶ ͚ƌefleǆiǀitǇ͛ oǀeƌ  disĐipliŶe is opeŶlǇ 
stated.   
 
“taĐǇ HolŵaŶ JoŶes ;ϮϬϬϱͿ iŶ aŶ essaǇ eŶtitled ͚AutoethŶogƌaphǇ: ŵakiŶg the peƌsoŶal 
politiĐal͛ opeŶs ǁith the stateŵeŶt ͚This is a Đhapteƌ aďout the peƌsoŶal teǆt as ĐƌitiĐal 
iŶteƌǀeŶtioŶ iŶ soĐial, politiĐal, aŶd Đultuƌal life͛ ;p.ϳϲϯͿ. A little later she explains that 
the essaǇ is ͚aďout hoǁ lookiŶg at the ǁoƌld fƌoŵ a speĐifiĐ, peƌspeĐtiǀal, aŶd liŵited 
ǀaŶtage poiŶt ĐaŶ tell, teaĐh, aŶd put people iŶ ŵotioŶ͛.  It seeŵs faiƌ to saǇ that ͚the 
speĐifiĐ, peƌspeĐtiǀal aŶd liŵited ǀaŶtage poiŶt͛ to which Holman Jones is referring is, 
quite simply, her own.  This is exactly the problem with exaggerated autobiography-as-
method. It is perfectly tolerable to write highly self centred and confessional text, it is 
perhaps even passable to deliberately limit oŶe͛s hoƌizoŶs to the puƌelǇ peƌsoŶal. It is 
not reasonable to then claim that this writing constitutes either social science or 
academic writing both of which must view   the purely personal as an inadequate 
standpoint from which to work.  
 
The inclusion and exploration of the personal in social science writing can produce good 
results. Apart from anything else all research work and social science writing demands 
the involvement of the researcher to such a high degree that any finished piece of work 
from which all that is personal is excluded will almost certainly  make for  jejune reading.  
Some extraordinarily good social science openly explores the personal involvement of 
the writer but the work cannot be justified solely, or even substantially, on the basis of 
its being personal. Social science must include but it also needs to transcend the 
personal. The problem here is not with reflexivity itself but with the tendency of some 
writers to see the purpose of social science as being solely about themselves as 
individuals. 
 
In many discussions of research methods and methodology it might be noted that the 
two terms are often used as though they were interchangeable. Viewed from the 
standpoint of a philosophy of internal relations this type of confusion arises because 
methods and methodology are bound together by internal relations, they are 
dialectically related.  
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Looked at from a non dialectical viewpoint things (such as method and methodology) 
can only be different and therefore essentially separate, or they are seen as being the 
same and therefore identical.  From the point of view of Marxist or other forms of 
dialeĐtiĐs the ƌeǀelatioŶ aŶd iŶǀestigatioŶ of the ͚iŶteƌŶal͛ ƌelatioŶships ďetǁeeŶ thiŶgs 
is a central part of apprehending how things exist in the world. It has already been 
mentioned that in the discussion of the methodological approach used in this project 
issue will be taken with some elements of what is described as a post-modern approach 
to working with narratives. One such example is the tendency of some authorities to 
esĐheǁ the tƌaditioŶal ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶt foƌ a ƌeseaƌĐh ŵethod to ďe aďle to Đlaiŵ ͚ǀaliditǇ͛, 
suggesting that it be replaced with, for example, something which following Jerome 
Bruner they call verisimilitude (Bruner, 1986, pp. 11-12).  I will argue that in some cases 
this oppositioŶ of ǀeƌisiŵilitude to ͚ǀaliditǇ͛ ;e.g. Connelly and Clandinin, 1990 p.7; 
Richardson, 1994, p. 521; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p.24)   is an example of a limitation 
arising from a non-dialectical approach and actually is typical of a mechanical way of 
viewing the world.  In such an approach things are considered only in an abstract and 
one sided way.  
 
In the case of validity and verisimilitude a more concrete, less dogmatic, and dialectical 
point of view would show that validity and verisimilitude are ideas which can only be 
understood if they are seen as being related concepts.  In the case of narrative, we 
might say that both verisimilitude and validity are concepts rooted in the relationship 
between things in the really existing world and the way in which we talk or write about 
theŵ.  The CoŶĐise Oǆfoƌd DiĐtioŶaƌǇ giǀes the ŵeaŶiŶg of ͚ǀeƌisiŵilitude͛ as 
͚appeaƌaŶĐe of ďeiŶg ƌeal, seŵďlaŶĐe of aĐtualitǇ͛ aŶd ǀaliditǇ as ďeiŶg the ƋualitǇ of 
ďeiŶg ͚solid, defeŶsiďle, ǁell gƌouŶded͛.  AppƌoaĐhed at the leǀel of liŶguistiĐ ŵeaŶiŶg it 
seems very odd indeed to place validity and verisimilitude in opposition to each other. In 
life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ it ǁould seeŵ that ͚ǀaliditǇ͛ aŶd ͚ǀeƌisiŵilitude͛ ǁould, of 
necessity, be mutually dependent, each acting as the others guarantor.  
 
It might appear as though most research projects proceed in the following way. A start is 
made with the ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ of ͚a pƌoďleŵ͛, aŶd theŶ ŵethod aŶd ŵethodologǇ aƌe 
decided upon together before the actual research begins. In the next stage the research 
is conducted, and then finally the findings are discussed and evaluated. In the case of 
this project this was not the case although it might appear so given the order of the 
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chapters in which the project is laid out. In fact at the conceptual level method, 
methodology, and findings continued to interact holistically at all stages of the process.  
A simple example of this process will be useful. Although a decision was first taken on 
the method to be employed (using a methodological framework) the exact nature of 
what happened during the interviews, the creation of the life stories, and their 
interpretation continuously evolved during the whole process.  At the stage in which the 
͚fiŶdiŶgs͛ ǁeƌe ĐoŶsideƌed Ŷeǁ ŵethodologiĐal issues eŵeƌged. This iŶ tuƌŶ ŵeaŶt that 
the methods themselves needed re-eǀaluatioŶ.  To ƌefeƌ ďaĐk to Clough aŶd NutďƌoǁŶ͛s 
statement (2012, p.31) the whole process continuously and perpetually revolved around 
the ďasis oŶ ǁhiĐh Đlaiŵs foƌ its ͚sigŶifiĐaŶĐe͛ ŵight ďe ŵade, aŶd justified.  I ĐaŶŶot 
speak for other research projects but in this case I felt sure that this incessant 
interaction constituted the life force of the project. It seems reasonable to assume that 
in any viable and vibrant research project, certainly in the social sciences, this process of 
continuous re-evaluation must be going on.  
 
Before presenting a methodological case for life history research as a method it is 
necessary to describe the actual research practices (methods) which formed the basis of 
this current project.  For Ken Plummer (1983, 1995, and 2003) the problem of what 
ĐoŶstitutes ͚Life HistoƌǇ Method͛ within social science can be posed at least superficially 
iŶ a ǀeƌǇ siŵple pƌopositioŶ: ͚A life histoƌǇ is the stoƌǇ a peƌsoŶ tells aďout the life he oƌ 
she has liǀed͛ ;ϮϬϬϰ, p.564). For Plummer as for most others working in this area it is far 
easier to say what a life story is than to say how what it means or how it should be 
understood. It is the investigation of the rich puzzles which follow in the wake of this 
deceptively simple statement about what a life story is which gives value to life history 
research. In turn most of these puzzles have at their core the problem of how the life 
story is to be evaluated. If we eschew relativism this latter problem is a facet of a more 
fuŶdaŵeŶtal pƌoďleŵ of hoǁ a life stoƌǇ staŶds iŶ ƌelatioŶ ǁhat ŵight ďe Đalled ͚tƌuth͛. 
This is far from being a simple problem.   
 
In life story work, as in other areas of research, it is a requirement that a method makes 
a ƌeasoŶaďle Đlaiŵ to ďe aďle to get at fiŶdiŶgs ǁhiĐh aƌe ͚ǀalid͛. The eǀaluatioŶ of suĐh 
claims cannot be separated fƌoŵ soŵe ŶotioŶ of ͚tƌuth͛. If Pluŵŵeƌ͛s defiŶitioŶ of ǁhat 
constitutes a life history is accepted then the method of life story research is concerned 
firstly with the collection of the stories and secondly with the interpretation of their 
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meaning.  The same methodological issues are present at both stages though more 
obviously salient in the second. 
 
In this project life stories were collected from six teachers of literacy to adults. All six 
teachers work or have worked on the Isle of Thanet. The shortest period that any of the 
teachers worked in Thanet was two years and in this particular case the teacher 
concerned had spent many years teaching in a school less than 10 miles from the Isle. Of 
the other five teachers all had worked in Thanet for at least ten years and four had 
worked in Thanet for the greater part of their working lives in one case for four decades. 
Four of the teachers had lived in Thanet for most of their lives and were living there 
when this study was conducted.  Totalling up the years in a rough calculation between 
them the six participants in this study had between them more that two hundred years 
of living in Thanet and around a hundred years of working there.  
 
There is some discussion about what is and what is not to be considered as literacy 
teaching to adults. There is for example an argument sometimes raised that teaching 
English Literature to young adults is not literacy teaching.  Here adult literacy teaching is 
understood as being professional teaching work with people over the age of 16 years to 
develop their literacy in one area or another.  Understood in these terms then all of a 
hundred years experience of the six teachers in this study has been spent in literacy 
teaching. In this broad definition the years which some teachers had spent teaching 
subjects such as GCSE Sociology or History would count as literacy teaching as the 
teachers and students would have been required to develop relevant literacy skills 
(reading, writing, or discussing with others) as part of their development towards the 
taking of exams.  If literacy teaching was defined more narrowly as being the teaching of 
literacy to adults as part of an officially designated literacy course then between them 
the participants had taught adult literacy so defined for some eighty years.   
 
Five of the participants in the project were women all of whom were aged over forty 
years. All five of the women had been or were married and all had children. Of these five 
women three had been divorced and had spent at least five or more years as single 
parents. All the women in the project had children and all five had spent considerable 
periods of their life caring for older relatives. The only man in the project, had lived in 
Thanet for more than fifty years, and was married. He was a father and as a son devoted 
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much of his life to caring for his elderly parents. During the interviews no explicit 
attempt was made to find out the marital status of the participants or their ages.  
 
Two more female literacy teachers were interviewed with the intention of using their life 
stories in this project.  One of these teachers June retired after a long and difficult series 
of negotiations with her employers and as part of her securing a redundancy agreement 
she was obliged to sign a confideŶtialitǇ agƌeeŵeŶt. This teaĐheƌ ǁas ĐoŶĐeƌŶed to ͚tell 
ŵǇ stoƌǇ͛ ďut afteƌ ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ deĐided it ǁas Ŷot possiďle to do so. IŶ oƌdeƌ to ƌeŶdeƌ 
the story safe enough to tell within the conditions imposed by the confidentiality 
agreement it would have been impossible not to alter details to such an extent as to 
render it fictional. It would have been necessary to invent a place of work for this 
teacher and that would have involved the invention of work practices etc. This is not 
possible or desirable in a project which consciously based itself in a particular locality.  
Thanet has one FE College, one main Adult Education centre and a small number of 
private providers of adult literacy. To accurately describe some of the practices which 
this teacher found intolerable would have rendered her identifiable. In many other areas 
this teacher told a story which could be classified as one of celebration a she had clearly 
found adult literacy teaching to be fulfilling until the final stages of her career. As a 
researcher I found myself wondering about the cumulative effect of such confidentiality 
clauses in limiting the recording of developments within the area of adult literacy 
teaching.  June was the only participant to withdraw after the project had started in one 
other case a potential participant was unwilling to get involved as a result of 
involvement in negotiations similar to those which June had completed.  
 
The second case of the life story not being used in this study raised very interesting 
methodological problems and provided an opportunity for reflection which was not so 
readily available in the case of life stories which were deemed suitable for inclusion.  In 
an initial extended interview this teacher talked about her life and work.  The workplace 
and the duties she was engaged in at the time of her interview were portrayed in very 
positive terms and she described herself as being very happy and contented. A scant 
fortnight later I heard that this teacher had left her job with little or no notice. I was told 
by several friends and colleagues of this teacher, who themselves had no knowledge of 
the research project, that leaving her job had become inevitable as her work situation 
had become intolerable and she was being bullied.  Despite my efforts it proved 
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impossible to establish stable contact with this teacher again.  I was left to mull over the 
appaƌeŶt disĐƌepaŶĐǇ ďetǁeeŶ heƌ aĐĐouŶt of heƌ positioŶ, heƌ aĐtioŶs, aŶd heƌ fƌieŶds͛ 
assessment.  I wondered if when she had spoken about her work the teacher was telling 
me the story she herself wished to believe. It also crossed my mind that the interview 
ǁith ŵe had peƌhaps iŶflueŶĐed heƌ ďehaǀiouƌ. The poiŶt ǁas that the teaĐheƌ͛s life 
story as told was incongruent with her actions. The ill fit between the life story and the 
teaĐheƌ͛s aĐtioŶs fƌoŵ the poiŶt of ǀieǁ of this pƌojeĐt iŵŵediatelǇ Đast issues of 
͚ǀaliditǇ͛ aŶd eǀeŶ ͚ǀeƌisiŵilitude͛ iŶ aŶ iŶtƌiguiŶg light. This poiŶt ǁill ďe takeŶ up aŶd 
developed later as it proved to be an invaluable starting point for a deeper consideration 
of life story work from a methodological point of view.  
 
From the above the reader will be able to accurately surmise that eight literacy teachers 
were initially approached to participate in the project. In two cases participation proved 
unworkable and these life histories do not form any further part of this study. It is now 
necessary to say something about the sampling procedures which were employed.  
 
In life history research sampling is almost always problematic not least because the 
philosophical basis of life history research questions some precepts of 
͚ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀeŶess͛ as it is uŶdeƌstood iŶ positiǀist oƌ post positiǀist fƌaŵeǁoƌks. IŶ 
what might be called traditional forms of research claims to representativeness are 
usually advanced on the basis of the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh ͚the saŵple is aĐtuallǇ 
ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe of the taƌget populatioŶ͛ ;DaǀeƌŶ, ϮϬϬϴͿ. This ƌaises a ƌaŶge of issues iŶ 
the case of life history research.  
 
 
The Life Stories Themselves 
In this research project six life histories are studied. A calculation of sample size will be 
based on the narrow definition of adult literacy teaching as being the teaching of literacy 
to adults on a government sponsored programme of adult literacy instruction. Through a 
rather rough estimation it is suggested that a sample of six teachers represents not more 
than one tenth and not less than one twentieth of all adult literacy teachers in Thanet.   
One important dimension of the study is the connection of the life histories of this small 
group of teachers of literacy to The Isle of Thanet. A reasonable estimate of the overall 
number of people who might be both professional teachers of Adult Literacy and have 
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working connection to the Isle of Thanet might put their overall numbers at something 
over sixty. In this case something less than ten per cent of the overall target population 
could be said to have participated in this study. Obviously if the findings of this study 
were extended to cover all adult literacy teachers in England there would be very 
definite problems of representativeness as Thanet has distinct regional traditions and a 
discernible culture. If a study were conducted nationally, even one which went so far as 
to study the lives of ten percent of all teachers of literacy to adults, questions might well 
be asked about the extent to which a random sample would be able to represent the 
particular and important circumstances of those working in decaying seaside towns such 
as Margate and Ramsgate in Thanet where all teachers in this study worked. The 
ƋuestioŶ ͚IŶ ǁhat eǆaĐtlǇ does ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀeŶess ƌeside?͛ is Ŷot easilǇ settled. Foƌ the 
moment it is quite justifiable to suggest that the sample used in this study of teachers in 
Thanet can claim a degree of representativeness.  
 
In all cases the teachers were formally interviewed and their life stories recorded on at 
least two occasions. In all cases there have been follow up discussions on the transcripts 
from the interviews and the life stories as I have written them. In each case the final life 
story as it appears here has the approval of the person whose life is represented. In all 
cases and at all times the procedure of this project has been in accord with the ethical 
guidelines set out by the British Educational Association (BERA, 2011).  
 
The interviews were all scheduled to last for approximately an hour and this was agreed 
with the interviewees prior to their interview. In every single interview the interviewee 
was happy to talk for the hour and indeed in almost all cases it was felt that we could 
have gone on longer. Some days prior to the initial interview the interviewees were 
presented with a list of seven questions which I suggested we might discuss. It was 
pointed out that these questions would only form the basis of our discussion and 
provide pointers as to what we might cover.  It was not so intended that these questions 
serve to elicit answers to the specific questions asked but that they worked as prompts 
to get the interviewees talking about their lives within what might be called a focussed 
framework. The questions are given below. 
 
1. What is your relationship to the Isle of Thanet? 
2. Could you tell me something about your own educational history? 
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3. Could you tell me about your life as a teacher of literacy to adults? 
4. What if anything from your life has helped or hindered your work as a teacher of literacy 
to adults? 
5. How well do you think your family and friends understand your work as a teacher of 
literacy to adults? 
6. Could you tell me about the place where you work now and from your point of view 
what would you need to explain so that I might understand this place? 
7. Are there any other things you would need to tell me so that I might better understand 
you, your life history, and your work? 
 
In none of the interviews were these questions answered in a strictly methodical or 
systematic way, working through them as a list completing each before proceeding to 
the next. It was explained to the interviewees that what was being looked for was their 
life story with some coverage of the seven questions.  In each case after completing the 
interview and looking at the transcripts it emerged that the areas indicated in the 
questions had been covered.  
 
As far as was possible the interviews were conducted in a relaxed manner in a number 
of different locations.  As far as possible the interviews were conducted outside of the 
iŶteƌǀieǁee͛s ǁoƌkplaĐe. IŶ the oŶe Đase ǁheƌe aŶ iŶteƌǀieǁ ǁas ĐoŶduĐted iŶ the 
iŶteƌǀieǁee͛s ǁoƌkplaĐe it ǁas ĐoŶsideƌed suffiĐieŶtlǇ relaxed and quiet to allow for a 
full discussion. The remaining interviews were conducted in Canterbury Christchurch 
campuses in Broadstairs or Canterbury.  In one case an interview was conducted in the 
iŶteƌǀieǁee͛s hoŵe.   
 
Immediately after the interview a recording was provided to the interviewees and when 
completed the transcript was provided for them to read. A discussion of the transcripts 
and what they felt emerged from it was a topic for discussion in subsequent interviews.  
 
A second interview was conducted after we both had time to read the transcript and 
listen to the recording.  In these second interviews the transcript from the first interview 
formed the basis for the interview. After the second interview the recordings and 
transcripts were sent to the interviewee again. When the interviewees agreed to the 
accuracy of the transcriptions I completed the life story from the interview. This was 
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then sent to the interviewee for their comments. In every case the life stories were 
received with at least positive agreement, in most cases they were received with a 
measure of enthusiasm. In all cases of the people whose life stories appear here felt that 
the story whilst accurate or in their opinion truthful, nevertheless left much unsaid or 
unexplored. IŶ soŵe iŶstaŶĐes it ǁas eǀideŶt that fƌoŵ the suďjeĐt͛s poiŶt of ǀieǁ that 
the story had loose ends. Two examples should serve to make the point. Sarah felt that 
the end of her first marriage was not something that she wanted to explore in any 
greater depth in this project though she told me that it was by no means fully examined. 
Grace indicated that in writing her story I should not leave any space for the reader to 
come away thinking that her father was a decent sort of man.   
 
I formed the impression that the more deeply the subjects engaged in an assessment of 
the texts of their life story the more these took on elements of incompleteness or even 
ambiguity. The process of reflection on the stories raised more questions and problems 
for the storytellers themselves. Far from detracting from the overall value of the stories 
it ĐaŶ ďe stƌoŶglǇ aƌgued that if the ǀaliditǇ of ƌeseaƌĐh ƌesides iŶ its ͚tƌuthfulŶess͛ theŶ 
these stories accurately reflected the participants view of their lives as presented. It is 
worth saying a little more on this.  
 
 
Truth  
MaƌtǇŶ HaŵŵeƌsleǇ defiŶes ǀaliditǇ iŶ ƌeseaƌĐh as ďeiŶg ͚tƌuth: iŶteƌpƌeted as the 
extent to which an account accurately represents the social phenomena to which it 
ƌefeƌs͛ ;ϭϵϵϬ, p.57Ϳ. IŶ a siŵilaƌ ǀeiŶ MiĐhael CƌottǇ desĐƌiďiŶg the idea of ͚tƌuth͛ iŶ ǁhat 
he Đalls a ͚ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀist episteŵologǇ͛ ǁƌites that:   
 
There is no objective truth waiting for us to discover it. Truth, or meaning, 
comes into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities of the 
world. There is no meaning without a mind. Meaning is not discovered, but 
constructed. (1998, pp. 8-9)   
 
If ǁe agƌee ǁith HaŵŵeƌsleǇ, aŶd CƌottǇ, soŵe ŵoƌe ͚oďjeĐtiǀelǇ͛  iŶĐliŶed authoƌities 
do not (Moses and Knutsen, 2012 p. 60), then the relative indeterminacy of life stories in 
general (and of those presented here) is a precondition of their validity. This is because 
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the process of interpretation of a life story can never be finished, there is always 
something more to say. This indeterminacy does not at all mean that the life story does 
Ŷot ͚aĐĐuƌatelǇ ƌepƌeseŶts the soĐial pheŶoŵeŶa to ǁhiĐh it ƌefeƌs͛ Ŷoƌ that it 
iŶsuffiĐieŶtlǇ eŶgages ǁith ͚the ƌealities of the ǁoƌld͛ Ƌuite the ƌeǀeƌse. It ĐaŶ ďe aƌgued 
that a valid life stoƌǇ is iŶdeteƌŵiŶate pƌeĐiselǇ ďeĐause it ͚ƌepƌeseŶts͛ aŶd ͚eŶgages 
ǁith͛ ƌealities.  
 
If those whose life stories are presented accept them as accurately representing their 
lives then it is to be expected that those same stories cannot pretend to say everything 
in a definitive form about those lives. Any life story narrative making a claim to 
omniscience would have to be questioned but it is entirely reasonable to follow 
HaŵŵeƌsleǇ iŶ ĐlaiŵiŶg that  a life stoƌies ŵaǇ ͚aĐĐuƌatelǇ ƌepƌeseŶt the pheŶoŵeŶa to 
ǁhiĐh it ƌefeƌs͛. The keǇ poiŶt heƌe is that all of those ǁhose stoƌies aƌe pƌeseŶted felt 
that the texts were adequately communicative of their life stories.  
 
As said above those whose life stories are presented in this study were satisfied with 
what they held to be the accuracy or the truthfulness of the life stories as presented 
even if there was an acknowledgement of some of the problems. This was extremely 
important as I felt that if the life stories appeared truthful to those at their heart then 
there was a basis on which to proceed. It might be possible in some circumstances to 
work with life stories in which there is a discrepancy between the interpretation of 
͚ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛ aŶd the ͚ƌeseaƌĐhed͛ ďut iŶ this pƌojeĐt I felt that it ǁould haǀe uŶdeƌŵined 
the project to an impossible degree.  
 
As far as I am aware none of the people whose stories are presented are aware of 
processes by which the life story was created from the transcripts.  The process used 
was based largely on the work of Merrill and West (2009) in which there is a wide 
ranging discussion of biographical methods in social research but in particular one 
Đhapteƌ is deǀoted to the pƌaĐtiĐal ŵethod of ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith ͚ƌaǁ͛ tƌaŶsĐƌipts to pƌoduĐe 
biographies (pp. 128 -149). The work of Merrill and West provides practical guidance on 
how a researcher might systematically work with transcripts of interviews. This guidance 
is particularly useful as both authors in outlining their own particular approaches 
encourage others to adapt the principles involved to best suit the nature of their own 
research. In my own particular case in the latter stages of working with the transcripts 
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this involved interpreting them in terms of what I see as overarching themes. I should 
immediately point out that these themes were mine and not at all those of the people 
whose life stories were analysed. The process of working with a transcript to produce a 
life story is something which needs careful consideration from the point of view of 
methodology.  
 
 
From transcript to life story; methodological considerations 
If we look above at the comments by Hammersley  (1990, p.57) on truth and validity, or 
the ĐoŵŵeŶts ďǇ CƌottǇ oŶ ͚oďjeĐtiǀe tƌuth͛ iŶ Ƌualitatiǀe ƌeseaƌĐh ;1998, pp. 8-9) it is 
immediately apparent that working from transcripts to create life stories is going to 
present some very difficult challenges.  The particular challenges of the methodology of 
this pƌojeĐt aƌe ĐoŶsideƌed iŶ the Đhapteƌ ǁith the title ͚IŶtƌoduĐtioŶ to the Life “toƌies͛, 
soŵe of the͛ŵethodologiĐal͛ issues disĐussed aƌe appƌoaĐhed iŵpliĐitlǇ iŶ otheƌ plaĐes 
in this thesis but there remains a need for their explicit consideration. This is done so 
before the first of the life stories are told as it is intended that the reader should might 
understand more clearly the process by which the life stories were created.   
 
Immediately after the initial interviews those who had been interviewed were provided 
with a recorded of the interview. Once the interviews had been transcribed they were 
given a transcription. Those recorded were asked to check the recording and transcript 
for accuracy and to comment on anything they wished. A second interview was held in 
all but one case. In the second interview themes which had emerged in the first 
interview were explored in greater depth and some parts of the story were 
supplemented. I was impressed by the seriousness with which all those interviewed 
appƌoaĐhed these tasks. EǀeƌǇoŶe tƌied to ďe ͚faiƌ͛ eǀeŶ ǁheŶ dealiŶg ǁith episodes iŶ 
which they clearly felt that they had been wronged.  A majority of those interviewed 
ǁeƌe iŶitiallǇ uŶsuƌe of the ǀalue of ǁhat theǇ told ŵe. CoŵŵeŶts suĐh as ͚WhǇ aƌe Ǉou 
iŶteƌested iŶ this?͛ oƌ ͚MǇ life is pƌettǇ ďoƌiŶg͛ ǁeƌe ŵade ďǇ seǀeƌal of those 
interviewed.  
 
 
Exactitude 
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IŶteƌǀieǁs suĐh as those desĐƌiďed heƌe pose a seƌious pƌoďleŵs of ͚detaĐhŵeŶt͛ as the 
interviewer must steer a course between the two somewhat contradictory requirements 
to fiƌstlǇ ďuild ƌappoƌt aŶd ͚solidaƌitǇ͛ ǁith the peƌsoŶ iŶteƌǀieǁed  aŶd, seĐoŶdlǇ to 
avoid leading or directing. From the early work of Garfinkel (1984), Sacks (1992), and 
Goffman ( 1959, 1974) in the 1960s which developed into the academic area today 
known as Conversation Analysis (CA) it has been understood that all more or less normal 
conversations require that the interlocutors observe the rules which govern such 
interactions in their particular milieu. If these rules are not followed communication 
becomes strained, artificial, and even stressful. Rules involved in conversation require 
that the interlocutors extend what we might call communicative solidarity to each other. 
This requires not only that a show is made of empathy but also that conversational rules 
such as those which govern turn taking are also followed. The style of interviewing used 
in this project could certainly be described as conversational although the interviewees 
took the lead. It is not easy to balance the need for empathy against the strict 
requirement not to lead or steer the interviewee. Even so the need to co-construct some 
type of conversation inevitably means that the life story interview is a joint venture if 
only to a limited degree.  
 
After concluding the interviews the transcripts, as opposed to the recordings, were 
analysed following somewhat more closely the procedures indicated by Linden West 
than those of Barbara Merrill (Merrill and West, 2009, p. 128 -149). This analysis by 
theme produced some interesting results but as would be expected with narrative 
research there is a sometimes a problem of correspondence between the importance of 
something said in the interviews with its salience in the life story. A positive example of 
this which came as a revelation to Grace was how in the transcripts it emerged that she 
regularly sought to impress her employers by working to a standard higher than she 
believed they expected of her.  I noticed how this emerged from an analysis of the 
transcripts of her interviews, when I drew her attention to it Grace was initially surprised 
and then on reflection agreed that it had probably been true of her actions in all the jobs 
she had done since being a teenager. Analysis of the transcripts also produced some 
very striking evidence of the problem of attributing weight to comments made. 
 
In the interviews with Hannah she mentioned the importance of religion in her life only 
twice and then relatively briefly. From the quality of her comments it was clear that she 
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believed that much of her life was determined by religious considerations and that key 
turning points were down to acts of God directly shaping her life. Although the 
comments made in her interviews and transcripts about the place of religion in her life 
ǁeƌe eǆpliĐit theǇ ǁeƌe fleetiŶg. These ĐoŵŵeŶts aďout the paƌt of God͛s ǁill in her life 
were almost offered as asides to her story but it was evident that it was far from being a 
͚ďaĐkgƌouŶd͛ iŶflueŶĐe.   
 
In the case of Catherine a similarly short comment offered a view on something very 
important in her life.  Catherine mentioned only once that she had broken the rules of 
heƌ ǁoƌkplaĐe to suppoƌt aŶ adult ŵale studeŶt ǁho she saǁ as ďeiŶg ͚aloŶe͛. CatheƌiŶe 
had gone with him to a centre where he was to take a test which would be of 
considerable importance to him.  As the test was not connected to her work with this 
student it was against the rules of her workplace for her to accompany him. From the 
way she described this small incident I inferred that in many areas of her life Catherine 
would break or subvert the rules if this was required to do what she believed to be 
humane. Catherine had told me of problems she had experienced in some workplaces 
because of what she saw as the need to give students what she saw as the best support 
she could. From the way she talked about this single incident I felt that this 
determination was adamantine, if Catherine thought that she needed to break rules to 
act morally then she would do just that. Both of these relatively small features from the 
interviews with Catherine and Hannah raise problems with the analysis of transcripts. 
‘elatiǀelǇ shoƌt aŶd eǀeŶ ͚isolated͛ ĐoŵŵeŶts ĐaŶ lead the iŶteƌpƌeteƌ to Ƌuite aďƌuptlǇ 
see the whole life story of the person interviewed in a light of a different hue.  This 
means that the process by which different elements of the life story are evaluated 
cannot be attributed a weight of meaning by any linguistic analysis alone. It is largely a 
matter of judgment for the researcher and those whose life stories to attribute 
͚iŵpoƌtaŶĐe͛ to diffeƌeŶt thiŶgs featuƌe iŶ the life story. In this case the word 
͚iŵpoƌtaŶĐe͛ is ǀeƌǇ siŵilaƌ to ͚sigŶifiĐaŶĐe͛.  This iŵpoƌtaŶĐe ĐaŶŶot ďe estaďlished 
through any metric form of measurement. This type of problem is a typical reason why 
soŵe ͚oďjeĐtiǀists͛ ƌejeĐt life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk oŶ the gƌouŶds of ǁhat theǇ see as ͚ǀaliditǇ͛.  
This understanding of validity whilst perfectly acceptable in some areas of research is 
unduly narrow and prohibitive when applied to life story work.   
Validity in research is traditionally taken to mean that the research findings genuinely 
represent the phenomenon being measured or investigated and that the research is 
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designed in such a way that it measures what it purports to measure. In the case of life 
history work and most other areas of narrative based reseaƌĐh, the ǁoƌds ͚assess͛ oƌ 
͚gauge͛ ŵight ďe helpfullǇ suďstituted foƌ ͚ŵeasuƌe͛ ǁheŶ talkiŶg aďout ǀaliditǇ. If ǁe 
refer back to the definition of validity given by Hammersley as ďeiŶg ͚tƌuth: iŶteƌpƌeted 
as the extent to which an account accurately represents the social phenomena to which 
it ƌefeƌs͛ ;ϭϵϵϬ, p.ϱϳͿ. Wheƌe the ͚oďjeĐtiǀists͛ iŶsist upoŶ ǀaliditǇ ƌesidiŶg iŶ 
measurement in life story work it is perfectly possible to advance a logically coherent 
claim that validity resides in accurate representation. If the life story accurately 
represents that life as a social phenomenon it should be taken as valid.  
 
What is problematic however is the way in which the researcher attributes importance 
to comments which might not be extensive, nor even made with obvious emphasis. This 
might be illustrated with the examples above taken from the life stories of Catherine and 
Hannah. As the researcher I was at the centre of the process by which the importance in 
theiƌ ƌespeĐtiǀe life stoƌies ǁas attaĐhed to HaŶŶah͛s religious convictions and to 
CatheƌiŶe͛s deteƌŵiŶatioŶ to do ǁhat she feels is ƌight. WheŶ telliŶg life stoƌies the 
person being interviewed will be selective and the researcher will further select what to 
include and how much importance is to be given to different elements. This selectivity 
transcends the whole process of life story work. This too causes problems for 
͚oďjeĐtiǀists͛ ǁho dislike the idea of ďeiŶg seleĐtiǀe ǁith data. These oďjeĐtioŶs ĐaŶ ďe 
met with two arguments. 
 
 
Exactitude is not Truth  
Firstly, if in life stories the researcher must be selective with data this in itself does not 
necessarily affect the validity of the story told. It is interesting to note that in the 
classical definitions of validity the requirement is that the results obtained in an 
investigation should accurately represent the phenomena being researched. The life 
story is a representation of the life that is actually lived. That this life story might be 
given different representations does not necessarily say anything about the truthfulness 
of any particular representation or range of representations.  It is unlikely that anyone 
would advance the claim that any particular representation of a life is comprehensive in 
the sense of being all inclusive. It would be equally impossible to make a claim that any 
representation of a life in a life story could claim to be exact. When once asked about 
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the truthfulness to life in his paintings the artist Henri Matisse pointed out that he 
agƌeed ǁith EugeŶe DelaĐƌoiǆ that ͚eǆaĐtitude is Ŷot tƌuth͛ ;Matisse, 1925), the point 
being made is an absolutely serious one. The truthfulness of a representation does not 
necessarily depend upon it being an exact copy of the original.  
 
The second argument against the objectivist claim that the selection of which data to 
include in a life story and the importance to attach to it makes life stories invalid 
ĐoŶĐeƌŶs the ŵethodologǇ of ŵoƌe tƌaditioŶal sĐieŶĐe. VeƌǇ ofteŶ ͚ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ͛ 
scientific investigation is itself very selective in selecting which data is included in its 
studies. This is exactly the argument which Goethe (1810/2006) raised against Newton 
in his criticism of the methods used by the latter in his study of light. For Goethe the 
study of light and its understanding could only be achieved by its apprehension in the 
real world. Goethe objected to Newton studying light in laboratory conditions, he 
especially objected to its being studied in the decomposed forms of refracted light 
through manufactured prisms and lenses. For Goethe light and colour needed to be 
comprehended as they occurred naturallǇ. Goethe ĐƌitiĐised NeǁtoŶ͛s ŵethods foƌ 
studying light because he felt that the latter studied light only in the forms in which it 
existed as artefacts of his own experimental set ups. Goethe was very direct, even 
truculent and unduly dismissive in his comments on Newton.  
 
The argument being advanced here is that science depends upon selectivity in its 
methods. Contrivance in the sense of the creation of conditions which do not naturally 
occur is at the heart of classic experimental design. No one would deny that results 
obtained under highly selective experimental conditions can in the right circumstances 
be applied to the real world. Such results are perfectly valid if they truthfully represent 
the phenomena to which they refer. In much social science experimental methods are 
not possible because of a wide range of problems both practical and ethical. Here only 
one set of problems will be mentioned in connection with life stories, the problem of 
abstraction. Complex social phenomena only ever occur in complex interrelationships 
with other social phenomena if they are removed from context in which they exist they 
are altered or indeed emptied of content. This is the case even where something can be 
objectively measured. The case of female students studying construction at FE colleges 
might be taken as an example. 
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It is well known that vanishingly few construction students are female, certainly less 
than 5%. On its own 5% tells us very little except that a measure has been taken and a 
statistic produced. To give this statistic meaning it is necessary to start producing 
narratives around it in order to give it a social context. This is a problem which advocates 
of ƋuaŶtitatiǀe ŵethods iŶ the soĐial sĐieŶĐes Ŷeed to addƌess if theǇ ͚oǀeƌeŵphasise͛ 
the efficacy of such methods vis a vis qualitative methods. There seems to be no escape 
from the problem that quantitative measures must depend upon qualitative 
explanation.  In some particular circumstances it might be possible or desirable to isolate 
a few factors in order to measure them but this cannot be done in life story work 
beyond a few simple measures. It is hard to see how an objectivist claim that life story 
work is intrinsically invalid because it is selective can be argued logically when it appears 
to be the case that much objectivist social science is equally if not more selective in its 
approach.  
 
 
Objectivity as Judgement  
It is not possible to deny that in the creation of life stories the storyteller and the 
researcher will exercise a considerable amount of personal judgement over what is 
selected for inclusion or emphasis in a life story text. Whilst this clearly affects the 
͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ of the life stoƌǇ it does Ŷot ŶeĐessaƌilǇ ƌeŶdeƌ it less tƌuthful. Heƌe 
objectivity is simply being understood as the opposite of subjectivity, and the latter is 
taken to refer to the exercise of choice or judgement over what is included. Objectivity 
in this context would be impossible. Firstly, it is not possible to include everything in a 
life story so choice must be exercised. Secondly, There is no possibility of any objective 
set of criteria by which to decide what should be included this can only be done 
subjectively. The creators of the life story exercise choice over what is included or 
excluded or the emphasis placed on certain things. The argument about objectivity is in 
principle the same as that about selectivity. The problem of what goes into a life story 
ĐaŶŶot ďe uŶdeƌstood as oŶe of ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ iŶ the seŶse of the eliŵiŶatioŶ of peƌsoŶal 
judgement.  
 AŶotheƌ ŵeaŶiŶg of the ǁoƌd ͚oďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ is ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt iŶ life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk.  This is 
the idea of objectivity as honesty; as checking against, or at least declaring, biases; as 
explaining how and why selectivity is employed; and as far as possible being true to the 
facts.  This list includes some very troublesome terms and could no doubt be extended 
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to include even more unruly notions. In principle this list includes many problematic 
issues  which are similar to those that confront the academic historians. 
 
 
Historical Logic 
The historian E.P. Thompson recounts a story of how when he was asked at a seminar in 
Cambridge how he could justify a proposition he was making replied that he could do so 
ďǇ ͚histoƌiĐal logiĐ͛. AppaƌeŶtlǇ his hosts dissolǀed iŶto open laughter. In the essay in 
ǁhiĐh he pƌeseŶts a stƌoŶg Đase foƌ this ͚histoƌiĐal logiĐ͛ ;ϮϬϬϭ, pp. 445- 459) Thompson 
puts forward a number of propositions all of which with sufficient thought might also be 
extended to life story work.  Firstly that the ͚iŵŵediate oďjeĐt of histoƌiĐal kŶoǁledge is 
Đoŵpƌised of faĐts͛ ;p.ϰϰϳͿ. This is iŶdeed the saŵe iŶ life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk. IŶ the stoƌies iŶ 
this project there are thousands of facts which constrain the life stories and against 
which they may be compared. Facts such as dates of birth, rates of unemployment, 
introductions of government initiatives, syllabi, fluctuations in funding for post 
compulsory education, redundancies, deaths etc. are multitudinously present. What is 
interesting in this regard is that very little, if anything in any of the life stories contradicts 
any of the known facts. This lack of contradiction is itself an indication of the ways in 
which the life stories have been constrained by and are consistent with such facts.  
Thompson goes on to adǀaŶĐe fuƌtheƌ aƌguŵeŶts iŶ suppoƌt of ͚histoƌiĐal logiĐ͛ ǁhiĐh 
are in their basic thrust similar to those made above about selectivity and objectivity. It 
is worth quoting Thompson at length: 
 
Historical knowledge is in its nature a) provisional and incomplete (but not 
therefore untrue), b) selective (but not therefore untrue) c) limited and 
defined by the questions proposed to the evidence (and the concepts 
informing these questions) and hence only true within the field so defined. 
(2001, p.447) 
 
The phrase ͚life stoƌǇ ďased ƌeseaƌĐh͛ Đould happilǇ ďe suďstituted foƌ ͚histoƌiĐal 
kŶoǁledge͛ iŶ the aďoǀe.  ThoŵpsoŶ ĐoŶtiŶues to outliŶe fuƌtheƌ diŵeŶsioŶs of his 
͚histoƌiĐal logiĐ͛ ďut to deǀelop these adeƋuatelǇ ǁould deŵaŶd the ǁƌitiŶg of a 
different chapter to that undertaken here. However one further insight from 
ThoŵpsoŶ͛s ͚histoƌiĐal logiĐ͛ is ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt foƌ life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk aŶd is Ŷoǁ pƌeseŶted.  
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Thompson makes the argument that although particular histories will reflect the values 
and ethical ĐoŶsideƌatioŶs of the histoƌiaŶs ǁho ǁƌite theŵ this does Ŷot Đall ͚iŶto 
ƋuestioŶ the oďjeĐtiǀe deteƌŵiŶaĐǇ of the eǀideŶĐe͛ ;p.ϰϰϵͿ.  It ŵust ďe takeŶ as ƌead 
that when life stories are presented in academic work they are never going to be 
complete and objective but will reflect the values and the purposes of those who have 
prepared them. These stories must be presented with complete respect for the 
͚eǀideŶĐe͛ aŶd aŶǇ Đlaiŵs that aƌe adǀaŶĐed aƌe ďƌoadlǇ ĐoŶgƌueŶt aŶd ĐoŵŵeŶsuƌate 
with the evidence. Where the writer feels that they may exceed the evidential basis and 
͛iŶteƌǀeŶe͛ iŶ the life stoƌǇ this should ďe ŵade Đleaƌ. WheŶ ǁƌitiŶg up the stoƌies foƌ 
this project it was necessary to make inferences, estimates and what I hope are 
reasonable conjectures. It is therefore of great importance that the people whose life 
stories are here all feel convinced of the truthfulness of their life story as presented. It 
ŵust alǁaǇs ďe ƌeŵeŵďeƌed that theƌe ĐaŶ ďe guaƌaŶtee of the ͚oďjeĐtiǀe͛ tƌuthfulŶess 
of life stories nevertheless some very strong assurances can be offered. First there is the 
͚deteƌŵiŶaĐǇ͛ of the faĐtual eǀideŶĐe, seĐoŶdlǇ the ƌeadeƌ ĐaŶ utilise theiƌ oǁŶ 
experience and knowledge to assess the plausibility of the story. In any reasonably well 
written life story there will be plenty of opportunity to triangulate what is read against a 
wealth of other information. In this way life stories can be seen as a form of evidence 
which can be interrogated not only to assess its truthfulness but also to look at our own 
suppositions, values, and beliefs. 
 
It is tempting to say that if the reader is satisfied that the story has a justifiable claim to 
be truthful then the next step is to consider what it means. In fact the process also 
works the other way.  It is from our decision about what a text means that we decide if it 
has a claim to be taken as truthful.  For me in this project this was a key process as I 
found areas in which my own understanding of the meaning of the stories was either 
inadequate or, more positively, where the deeper consideration of the stories offered an 
opportunity or forced me to develop ideas.  E.P Thompson talks in this respect of how 
histoƌiĐal logiĐ ͚pƌoposed ƋuestioŶs to the eǀideŶĐe͛ aŶd iŶ a ǁaǇ ǁhiĐh Đalls foƌ 
consideration not only of the evidence itself but also of the questions put to it.  
 
... This in no way calls in question the objective determinacy of the 
evidence. It is simply a statement as to the complexity not just of history 
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but of ourselves (who are simultaneously valuing and rational beings) – a 
complexity which enters into all forms of social self knowledge and which 
requires in all disciplines procedural safeguards. (p.449)  
 
In many research designs the exactitude of the measurements taken is itself seen as 
indicative of their validity. In life story work exactitude is not achievable but 
nevertheless an argument can be made that the researcher is assessing or investigating 
what they are purporting to be researching. This argument forms the core of the final 
part of this chapter.  A second and related argument is that validity in research rests 
upon the idea of the possibility of research putting forward arguments and narratives 
which have the quality of truthfulness.  What might constitute truth is a far from settled 
question and in much of what is described as postmodern argumentation the possibility 
of a ͚ŶoŶ suspeĐt͛ Đlaiŵ to tƌuthfulŶess is disĐouŶted.  
 
In the important sense outlined in the above paragraph life stories can be seen as a valid 
form of research.   In the case of the teacher in which there was a prima facie 
discrepancy between what was said in the narrated life story and her real life actions.  
This discrepancy was itself interesting. Firstly because it was the only case in which the 
life stories in this project were significantly at odds with the actions of those whose 
stories were told. Secondly, the process of comparison and divergence between the 
͚stoƌǇ͛ aŶd the ͚faĐts͛ ŵight alloǁ foƌ the iŶǀestigatioŶ of ďoth.  
 
The instance of incongruity in the one life story (in which the teachers leaving her job 
appeared to contradict what she had said in the interview) alongside the apparent 
ĐoŶgƌueŶĐe iŶ the otheƌs iŶ aŶ alŵost PoppeƌiaŶ seŶse seeŵed to suppoƌt the ͚ǀaliditǇ͛ 
of the life stories in that at least keǇ eleŵeŶts of the ͚life stoƌies͛ ǁeƌe ǀeƌǇ defiŶitelǇ 
falsifiable. Those stories which were open to be falsified but which withstood being 
ŵeasuƌed agaiŶst the ͚faĐts͛ Đould at the ǀeƌǇ least ďe tƌeated as haǀiŶg ͚faĐe ǀaliditǇ͛.  
Thus it can be claimed that there is at least an important degree of correspondence 
between the stories told and the observable or verifiable facts of those lives. In addition 
to this ĐoƌƌespoŶdeŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ the stoƌies told aŶd ͚the faĐts of the ŵatteƌ͛ the stoƌies 
are also coherent internally and externally. Internally the coherence of the stories rested 
in the way in which different elements of the life stories made sense and did not 
contradict each other. Externally the life stories were coherent in that as stories they 
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were consonant with what might logically be expected to feature in the life stories of 
people similar to those whose stories are at the centre of this project.  
 
Mention was made above about what E.P. Thompson referred to as the process by 
ǁhiĐh ͚logiĐ pƌoposed ƋuestioŶs to the eǀideŶĐe͛. IŶ this pƌojeĐt it ǁas ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh the 
case that the process described by Thompson must also work in reverse; the evidence 
poses problems for the logic.  The last thƌee Đhapteƌs of this pƌojeĐt, oŶ ͚Class aŶd 
IdeŶtitǇ͛, ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ aŶd ͚PlaĐe͛  haǀe Đoŵe out of the atteŵpt to deǀelop ͚a logiĐ͛ 
in this case  a Marxist logic in a form adequate to engage with these as they appeared in 
the life stories. A reader must judge for themselves the extent of any success achieved in 
this process. I am very aware from my own point of view that any development which 
has been achieved has come from the real life validity of the process of sharing stories. 
For this I am indebted to those who not only gave me their time but also their trust
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Catherine Edwards 
 
 
I haǀe kŶoǁŶ CatheƌiŶe Edǁaƌd͛s foƌ aďout teŶ Ǉeaƌs. The ǁoƌld of liteƌaĐǇ  teaĐhiŶg iŶ 
Thanet and East Kent is not large. After a few years most literacy teachers get to know of 
each other, at least by sight and quite possibly by name. Catherine and I, as far as we can 
both remember, have never worked together. Before this project started we had 
conversations about literacy teaching and I remember that in one such conversation she 
told me that anything which helped to cheer up Thanet was to be welcomed even if it 
involved having to put up with an appearance by Tracey Emin (P).  
 
Whenever I had encountered Catherine she had always impressed me with her 
candidness, I had seen her voice her opinions frankly, though politely, in a number of 
situations in which I had supposed that those organising the discussions did not expect 
oƌ ǀieǁ positiǀelǇ suĐh stƌaightfoƌǁaƌdŶess. The ǁoƌd ͚politelǇ ͚Ŷeeds to ďe eǆplaiŶed iŶ 
this context.  Among those who read this there will probably be a familiarity with the 
type of gathering in which the organisers ostensibly seek honest opinions and genuine 
contributions  but in reality it is considered unhelpful or at least ungracious to express 
sentiments which run in opposition to those required as displays of support for some 
official policy or another. Catherine although always polite at a locutionary level was 
uŶafƌaid of ďeiŶg ͚uŶhelpful͛. I liked aŶd adŵiƌed CatheƌiŶe͛s plaiŶ speakiŶg. 
 
Catherine had a reputation for taking her work very seriously and I was not surprised to 
find that she gave considerable thought to issues and problems in literacy teaching. 
CatheƌiŶe is ǀeƌǇ seƌious aďout ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to ͚studeŶts͛. At oŶe poiŶt iŶ ouƌ iŶteƌǀieǁs 
Catherine herself told me about the difficulty of having to work with literacy students in 
ways that she considers to be inappropriate and how she managed to cope in such 
contexts: 
 
With difficulty really ...I mean as I said when I am working for this 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ ... I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ Ǉet ... ďut ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ at otheƌ plaĐes, ďeĐause I do 
speak my mind, I say what I think you know, so often at team meetings 
aŶd thiŶgs like that people doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to heaƌ those thiŶgs ďeĐause theǇ 
want to be able to say oh yes tick that box. (M) 
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I was also aware, from a distance, that Catherine had encountered serious problems in 
various teaching contexts. This, in my opinion, was in large part due to her already 
mentioned honesty. She resisted anything which she felt worked against what she saw 
as the real interests of learners or was, as she saw it, unfair in a wider sense(C+I, M).  In 
the iŶteƌǀieǁs foƌ this pƌojeĐt this faĐet of CatheƌiŶe͛s peƌsoŶalitǇ eŵeƌged tiŵe aŶd 
again becoming something of a leitmotif.   
 
In the chapter on methodological issues in this autobiographical research I have said 
something about the way in which the interview and the text it produces determines not 
only what subject matter and themes emerge but also how these might best  be 
pƌeseŶted. This teŶdeŶĐǇ ǁas ǀeƌǇ pƌoŶouŶĐed iŶ CatheƌiŶe͛s iŶteƌǀieǁ aŶd tƌaŶsĐƌipt.  
Whereas with, for example, Hannah Richards or Paul Beer the transcript has a regular or 
smooth feel to it, with Catherine the text goes smoothly for a while and then something 
difficult emerges. Unexpectedly in the transcript there is something which for Catherine 
is adamantine, non-negotiable, a point of principle, something laudable but unyielding.  I 
am reminded of a carpenter working with a high quality wood like oak, the material is 
fine, maybe the best there is, but the woodworker cannot shape the knots and must as 
far as possible leave them as they are. If handled with proper regard for their qualities 
the knots add texture and give the finished article a special quality if mishandled the 
fiŶish of the ǁood is ƌuiŶed. I hope that I haǀe ďeeŶ aďle to ǁoƌk ǁith CatheƌiŶe͛s stoƌǇ 
in a manner so as to re-present her steadfastness which is both strength and a source of 
trouble. 
 
Catherine was, I felt, a little apprehensive as to what the interview was about. Over the 
years she had encountered problems in her work and there was a good deal of 
circumstantial evidence to indicate that things had happened to her as a result of 
processes conducted behind her back.  I learnt later that Catherine had justifiable 
ĐoŶĐeƌŶs that at poiŶts she ŵight haǀe ďeeŶ a ǀiĐtiŵ of ͚ďlaĐkďalliŶg͛ ďǇ seŶioƌ 
managers within the local world of adult literacy teaching. More than once she had been 
employed and then encountered problems where none needed to arise. As far as she 
was aware within certain management circles there might have been some feeling 
against her originating from an occasion when she challenged the rate of pay she was 
receiving and produced evidence to support her claim. This led to her receiving the 
payment that had originally been agreed. Those who had been contracted at the same 
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time as Catherine and worked alongside her raised no objections though it is to be 
assumed that they too were being underpaid according to their original agreement. 
Catherine alone did not receive an extension to her contract (M).  Catherine, more than 
most, had reason to feel wary about interviews. Catherine was balancing her reasonable 
ĐautioŶ agaiŶst ǁhat she felt ǁas a ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ, she ǁaŶted to pƌeseŶt a ͚stƌaight͛ 
story of how she saw her life and literacy teaching.  
 
In a previous meeting I had explained to Catherine that, for me and the other 
participants, part of the purpose of the project was to record something of how literacy 
teaĐhiŶg had eǀolǀed fƌoŵ the daǇs just ďefoƌe the adǀeŶt of ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ iŶ ϮϬϬϭ uŶtil 
aƌouŶd ϮϬϭϬ.  Fƌoŵ CatheƌiŶe͛s ƌespoŶse to the invitation I was reminded again of how 
she that she placed huge store by ideas of truth. Catherine would often stop what she 
was saying, consider if she was being fair and then proceed or restate what had been 
said in a way which she presumably felt to be more accurate. 
 
For Catherine, possibly more than for anyone else interviewed, truthfulness was 
everything.  As the interviews progressed I sensed that prominent among the reasons 
for striving so hard to be truthful was the desire to ensure that when she delivered 
blows against what she felt to be wrong her remarks would be all the more telling.  
 
CatheƌiŶe has liǀed all of heƌ life iŶ ThaŶet. “he is Ŷoǁ iŶ heƌ fifties. CatheƌiŶe͛s ŵotheƌ 
was from Newcastle, born in the mid 1920s she was one of eleven children from a 
mining family. Conditions in the collieries of the North East of England were at that time 
as difficult as any experienced by miners in any other part of Britain. Catherine does not 
seeŵ to kŶoǁ the details of heƌ ŵotheƌ͛s eaƌlǇ life ďut from what she did tell Catherine 
it ǁas ďƌutallǇ haƌd.  CatheƌiŶe͛s fatheƌ Đaŵe fƌoŵ LoŶdoŶ aŶd ͚ǁas a ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass 
ŵaŶ͛.;P) 
 
Catherine does not know how or where her parents met. More than once Catherine 
ƌeŵaƌks aďout heƌ paƌeŶts ͚old fashioŶed͛ appƌoach to talking to children. It would 
appear that her parents told her very little about their lives before her birth nor did they 
discuss many of the things that parents usually talk to their children about.  Her parents 
had been married for twenty years befoƌe CatheƌiŶe ǁas ďoƌŶ aŶd as she puts it ͚theǇ 
were quite elderly when we were born, not elderly, but in their forties, but that was 
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eldeƌlǇ iŶ those daǇs͛ ;the eaƌlǇ ŶiŶeteeŶ siǆtiesͿ.CatheƌiŶe iŶdiĐated that she is suƌe heƌ 
paƌeŶts͛ ĐoŶseƌǀatiǀe ǀalues contributed to them finding it particularly hard to cope with 
her when she was a teenager. This especially affected her mother as for much of their 
liǀes the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ theŵ ǁas ͚diffiĐult͛.  
 
CatheƌiŶe desĐƌiďes heƌself as haǀiŶg ďeeŶ ͚a Đoŵplete ƌeďel͛ as a ǇouŶg adult. As aŶ 
eǆplaŶatioŶ foƌ heƌ ƌeďelliousŶess CatheƌiŶe saǇs that she ͚ǁaŶted to esĐape fƌoŵ the 
ĐoŶfiŶes of teeŶage Ǉeaƌs͛.  WheŶ asked heƌ hoǁ heƌ paƌeŶts ǀieǁed this she said: 
 
Well they had Victorian values so not very good.  I had a difficult 
relationship with my mother, for most of her life to be honest, not too 
bad at the end of her life, I mean she lived until she was 83 or something, 
but yes, difficult years with her really. 
 
CatheƌiŶe͛s paƌeŶts had a ƌatheƌ peĐuliaƌ eǆperience of life.  At some time after his 
ŵaƌƌiage to heƌ ŵotheƌ CatheƌiŶe͛s fatheƌ ďeĐaŵe, ďǇ ĐhaŶĐe, the oǁŶeƌ of a 
greyhound which went on to become a world champion. Catherine explained that this 
͚ǁas a Đoŵplete fluke͛ ǁhiĐh ďegaŶ a ͚ƌuŶ of luĐk͛͛. The dog raced in Europe and 
Australia and won what could be described as a handsome though not vast fortune.  As 
CatheƌiŶe desĐƌiďes it this pƌoǀideŶĐe Đaŵe ĐoŵpletelǇ out of the ďlue; ͚fƌoŵ poǀeƌtǇ 
theǇ ǁeŶt to haǀiŶg Ƌuite a lot of ŵoŶeǇ͛. CatheƌiŶe eǀeŶ today smiles in disbelief when 
she talks about how the dog established his record here in Britain before her parents 
took this and other successful greyhounds by boat to Australia. She explained that when 
she ǁas ǇouŶg ͚We had a ďig gold tƌophǇ, a ƌeal gold tƌophǇ͛. ‘eĐouŶtiŶg the stoƌǇ 
decades later Catherine still appears surprised by this good fortune. Though in a rather 
odd way it appears to explain how Catherine at least in the early part of her life saw 
herself as being out of place. At several points in her story Catherine indicates that her 
paƌeŶt͛s aŶd theƌefoƌe heƌ oǁŶ ͚Đlass͛ ďeĐaŵe ĐoŶfused ;C+IͿ. 
 
“uddeŶ aŶd uŶeǆpeĐted ǁealth dƌaŵatiĐallǇ ĐhaŶged the ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes of CatheƌiŶe͛s 
parents.  It is very rare indeed to find cases of such people having wealth and what 
ŵight ďe Đalled ĐeleďƌitǇ thƌust upoŶ theŵ, ďut this ǁas the Đase ǁith CatheƌiŶe͛s 
parents.  Looking back over the transcript it is clear that Catherine sees the coming into 
a fortune as having a massive impact on the life of her parents. I am struck by how this 
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was virtually the first thing Catherine said in the first interview. This peculiar and 
uŶeǆpeĐted good foƌtuŶe seeŵs to haǀe ĐoŶtƌiďuted to a tǇpe of ͚fouŶdliŶg͛ stoƌǇ. At 
certain points in her story Catherine seems to feel that in soŵe ǁaǇs heƌ paƌeŶts͛ life 
and her own did not turn out as it as destiny would have had it in normal circumstances. 
 
When Catherine describes her parents͛ habits or her own education there is a strong 
feeliŶg that she sees aŶ ill fit ďetǁeeŶ theiƌ ͚Đlass͛ as Catherine believed it to be and 
their actual financial circumstances. This discrepancy between what should have been 
their life and what the reality was is especially strong when Catherine talks about her 
schooling(C&I, P).   
 
CatheƌiŶe͛s paƌeŶts deĐided that she should go to what was at the time one of the most 
pƌestigious of ThaŶet͛s iŶdepeŶdeŶt giƌls͛ sĐhools. The sĐhool ǁas a ĐeŶtƌal paƌt of the 
Convent des Oiseaux, in Westgate-on-Sea. It was run by nuns who belonged to the 
Congregation of Our Lady CaŶoŶesses of “t AugustiŶe, aŶ oƌdeƌ of ŶuŶ͛s faŵed, eǀeŶ iŶ 
ĐoŶǀeŶt ĐiƌĐles, foƌ ďeiŶg ͚disĐipliŶaƌiaŶs͛. 
 
Westgate on Sea was developed from the mid nineteenth century as a resort for the 
Victorian middle classes and was in many ways uncharacteristic of Thanet resorts. The 
developers insisted on the town being developed in line with the strictures of their own 
temperance beliefs.  Margate was raffish and, even in its heyday, somewhat vulgar, 
Westgate in contrast was genteel.   In his poem Westgate-on-Sea, written in the 
nineteen thirties Betjeman captures what was even by then becoming the slightly fading 
gentility of the town. Westgate – on - Sea was home to several independent schools, 
Paul Beer attended one, in very few stories or accounts do those who attended these 
sĐhools ƌeŵeŵďeƌ theŵ foŶdlǇ.  BetjeŵaŶ͛s poeŵ ǁƌitteŶ soŵe thƌee deĐades ďefoƌe 
CatheƌiŶe atteŶded ͚des Oiseauǆ͛ desĐƌiďes the ĐhildƌeŶ of the iŶdepeŶdeŶt sĐhools as 
they walk through the town. 
 
 
Striving chains of ordered children 
Purple by the sea-breeze made, 
Striving on to prunes and suet 
Past the shops on the Parade. 
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Some with wire around their glasses, 
Some with wire across their teeth, 
Writhing frames for running noses 
And the drooping lip beneath.  
 
(Betjeman, 2004, p.13) 
 
Catherine, I suspect euphemistically, describes herself as having been something of an 
outsider at Les Oiseaux. She felt: 
 
͚ǀeƌǇ out of plaĐe theƌe, aŶd I didŶ͛t like it....  I hated ďeiŶg theƌe ... I 
passed my eleven plus and begged my mother to let me leave but she 
ǁouldŶ͛t, so I had to staǇ ďut I alǁaǇs felt that it ǁasŶ͛t ƌight foƌ ŵe theƌe 
because they were very posh and they did have a lot of money and my 
ŵotheƌ͛s fƌieŶds ǁeƌe Ŷot like that theǇ ǁeƌe ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass people. ;C+I) 
 
CatheƌiŶe does Ŷot ŵeŶtioŶ heƌ fatheƌ͛s ƌole if aŶǇ, iŶ keepiŶg heƌ at ͚Les Oiseauǆ͛.  It is 
possiďle to iŵagiŶe CatheƌiŶe͛s ŵotheƌ͛s ǀieǁ of the sĐhool pƌoďleŵ.  It ŵight ǁell haǀe 
ďeeŶ the Đase that to CatheƌiŶe͛s ŵotheƌ it ǁas iŶĐoŵpƌeheŶsiďle that heƌ daughter 
ǁould Ŷot aĐĐept ͚adǀaŶtages͛ of a tǇpe she Đould Ŷot haǀe dƌeaŵt of as a Đhild heƌself. 
Catherine talks about this time of her life with an evident frustration. She did not want 
to atteŶd ͚Les Oiseauǆ͛ ďut it appeaƌs that heƌ paƌeŶts ǁeƌe Ŷot to be persuaded.  It is 
notable that Catherine felt out of place at the school not only because she was not like 
the other girls but because her parents were different to the others:  
 
So there was a conflict going really going on  ... they would go off on their 
skiing holidays and we would go to France and places but we would go in 
the Đaƌ ... Ǉou kŶoǁ go oǀeƌ the ŵouŶtaiŶs iŶ the Đaƌ ... so I didŶ͛t like it 
theƌe aŶd I ǁas kept theƌe uŶtil I ǁas seǀeŶteeŶ. AŶd I ƌeallǇ didŶ͛t do 
anything while I was there. It was much later that I wanted ... which is 
ǁhǇ I thiŶk I like helpiŶg people ... ďeĐause of ŵǇ ƌoots ǁheƌe I didŶ͛t get 
on at school.  
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It might ƌeasoŶaďlǇ ďe iŵagiŶed that heƌ ŵotheƌ took CatheƌiŶe͛s dislike of ͚Les Oiseauǆ͛ 
as a form of rejection of the new found family status. In this regard that Catherine points 
out that heƌ ŵotheƌ heƌself had ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass fƌieŶds. It is eǀeŶ possiďle that CatheƌiŶe͛s 
rejection of the school pointed up some lack of ease which her parents felt towards their 
wealth. Whatever the reasons Catherine very definitely believes that her attendance at 
͚Les Oiseauǆ͛ ǁas ͚aŶaĐhoƌistiĐ͛. This, aloŶg ǁith otheƌ thiŶgs, ďeĐaŵe soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh 
was never really discussed with her mother even much later in life.  
 
After leaving school Catherine worked in a number of jobs without becoming settled in 
aŶǇ of theŵ. CatheƌiŶe͛s stoƌǇ theŶ ďƌeaks off foƌ alŵost tǁo deĐades. “he ǁas ŵaƌƌied, 
had a daughter, and got divorced. Catherine does not go into detail about her first 
husband though the breakup of the marriage appears to have been particularly difficult 
aŶd ŵight eǀeŶ haǀe ĐoŶtƌiďuted to heƌ daughteƌ͛s Ŷot eŶjoǇiŶg seĐoŶdaƌǇ sĐhool.  
 
... she ǁeŶt to QueeŶ Edith͛s Gƌaŵŵaƌ iŶ ‘aŵsgate aŶd she Đould Ŷot get 
on there ... there were other reasoŶs as ǁell, ďeĐause I͛d ďeĐoŵe a siŶgle 
parent at that time so we had a lot of disruption in our home life which 
oďǀiouslǇ didŶ͛t help heƌ .... she left QueeŶ Edith͛s at fouƌteeŶ aŶd ǁeŶt 
to ‘aŵsgate “eĐoŶdaƌǇ ďut of Đouƌse theǇ didŶ͛t ǁaŶt heƌ ďeĐause she 
was a grammar school kid so she got bullied and all sorts of things 
happened to her there. 
 
CatheƌiŶe͛s stoƌǇ of heƌ daughteƌ͛s tiŵe at the gƌaŵŵaƌ sĐhool is ƌeŵiŶisĐeŶt of heƌ 
own. Later when Catherine talked about her own work as a literacy teacher it appeared 
that her experience, and that of others around her, exercised an important formative 
influence on her attitude to her own outlook as a teacher. Catherine talks about schools 
from the perspective of an outsider.  
 
In her late thirties Catherine joined an access course at the University of Kent. A year 
later she enrolled on a degree course and three years after that in her early forties she 
emerged with a Bachelor of Arts Degree in English.   Catherine made a few friends at 
university but notes that she was much older than anyone else on her course and 
continued to live in Margate making the journey only when necessary while the majority 
of the other students lived on the campus or in Canterbury (P). Twenty years, a divorce, 
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and a child differentiated her from almost all the other undergraduates. Catherine today 
enjoys studying topics related to work or wider issues. Catherine said that after school it 
took heƌ ͚a loŶg tiŵe to get ďaĐk oŶ tƌaĐk ǁith aĐadeŵia͛ aŶd this she attƌiďutes iŶ 
significant measure to the problem of the organisation of education and an inability to 
cope with young people who are rebellious: 
 
I thiŶk the eduĐatioŶ sǇsteŵ, ǁell that͛s a ǁhole otheƌ ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶ iŶ 
itself ƌeallǇ, ďut I thiŶk it isŶ͛t theƌe to eduĐate people ƌeallǇ, and I feel 
Ŷoǁ that if aŶǇthiŶg it is ǁoƌse Ŷoǁ thaŶ ǁheŶ I ǁas at sĐhool. “o I doŶ͛t 
feel bad in myself for having left it so late to get an education, but I can 
see the same pattern of many children today going that same way.  
 
Catherine is very struck by what she sees as the failure of educational institutions to 
work with people on their own terms instead she sees them as obliging those who 
ǁould ďe eduĐated to ĐoŵplǇ ǁith the ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts of aŶ ͚eduĐatioŶ sǇsteŵ͛. 
 
My own daughter, and I have got a verǇ iŶtelligeŶt daughteƌ, ǁho hasŶ͛t 
got a GC“E to heƌ Ŷaŵe, ďut she͛s supeƌ iŶtelligeŶt, ďeĐause she ĐouldŶ͛t 
get oŶ ǁith the eduĐatioŶ sǇsteŵ aŶd Ŷoǁ I͛ǀe got a gƌaŶddaughteƌ of 
nine who is   also intelligent but I would love her to go through the system 
and achieve, and I encourage her. I work with her at home and I give her 
every support to try and have a success story in our family with education 
because, I mean, I was the first one from our family to go to uni right 
throughout history. (C&I) 
 
Some time before entering university Catherine met her partner Derek. When Catherine 
talks about her life today and her views on different issues it is very evident that she and 
Derek continually discuss issues and concerns. Derek teaches part-time at a secondary 
school and in a community based literacy teaching project. He moved to Thanet from 
Manchester where for many years he worked as a youth worker and teacher with young 
people from troubled backgrounds. This type of youth work massively contracted in the 
nineteen eighties and nineties and is today almost non-existent. Catherine explains how 
she and Derek agree on their interpretation of changes in literacy teaching: 
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 ... he spent nearly twenty years in Manchester you see as a teacher. He 
was in Manchester teaching teenagers really on the old youth 
pƌogƌaŵŵes so that͛s hoǁ he got iŶto teaĐhiŶg. “o ǁe aƌe ǀeƌǇ siŵilaƌ, I 
mean he does a bit of literacy teaching at the moment. He is just doing a 
post – graduate course. So slightly different but yes we have similarities 
iŶ us ďoth ... ŵost of the people ǁho Đoŵe to hiŵ aƌeŶ͛t ǁealthǇ people 
theǇ ǁaŶt to leaƌŶ ďut theǇ ĐaŶ͛t thƌough the sǇsteŵ. 
 
Catherine graduated in 1999 and took a temporary job in Margate. At this time she had 
developed an interest in IT and secured a temporary job in an FE college working with 
literacy teachers engaged in a project intended to foster adult literacy through the use 
of word processing technology. At that time the basic qualifications for teachers of 
liteƌaĐǇ to adults ǁas the ͚ϵϮϴϭ͛ . CatheƌiŶe Đoŵpleted this at CaŶteƌďuƌǇ College. “ooŶ 
after Catherine started work with Kent Adult Education as an outreach tutor based 
mainly in Canterbury but with links to Adult Education Centres in Thanet, Dover and 
Folkestone.   
 
After the Blair government had come to power in 1997 the Moser Report had been 
ĐoŵŵissioŶed iŶto the peƌĐeiǀed ͚pƌoďleŵ͛ of Adult BasiĐ “kills. IŶ the ǁake of the 
report, even before the oŶset of the goǀeƌŶŵeŶts ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ poliĐǇ, diƌeĐtoƌs aŶd 
organisers of adult literacy projects of all types found themselves able to access funding 
on what was an unprecedented scale. Catherine still relatively fresh from doing a degree 
herself and in the process of completing a teaching qualification was asked to work in 
͚outƌeaĐh͛ iŶ ĐeŶtƌes estaďlished iŶ a Ŷuŵďeƌ of East KeŶt ǀillages loŶg assoĐiated ǁith 
coal mining. 
 
They were the best of times really, looking back, of all the basic skills 
times. I got a job through the Canterbury office with a lovely lady who 
was my boss whose name was Rachel Phillips. I think it was from there 
that it was identified that a lot of the villages, particularly the mining 
villages, so we had Adisham, Aylesham and Betteshanger.  A lot of the 
villages round there had a lot of young mothers who needed skills and so 
I began doing basic skills through IT. I used to take the laptops and go out 
round to all the villages, set up all the classes and that was really 
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successful.   I felt that it really empowered those women because a lot of 
those women were stuck in the villages ... stuck in their lives, stuck you 
kŶoǁ ǁith husďaŶds ǁho ǁeƌeŶ͛t alǁaǇs sǇŵpathetiĐ to ǁoŵeŶ gettiŶg 
educated and I really enjoyed those two or three years that I worked in 
those plaĐes ... ǁatĐhiŶg those ǁoŵeŶ͛s ĐoŶfideŶĐe gƌoǁ aŶd aĐhieǀiŶg. 
 
From becoming an outreach teacher Catherine took up a post working in main or what 
ďǇ theŶ ǁeƌe ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚huď͛ Adult EduĐatioŶ ĐeŶtƌes iŶ ThaŶet, Canterbury and 
Dover. It was at this point that Catherine met Gill an adult literacy teacher of many years 
experience who had first become interested in this area in the wake of the television 
seƌies ͚OŶ the Moǀe͛. CatheƌiŶe ǁas pƌofouŶdlǇ iŵpƌessed ďǇ Gill͛s dediĐatioŶ aŶd 
facility for adult literacy teaching. Catherine, Gill, and their colleagues were swept up in 
the tide of ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ aŶd the eǆpaŶsioŶ of adult liteƌaĐǇ aŶd ŶuŵeƌaĐǇ teaĐhiŶg. IŶ 
the years immediately after the introduction of this new policy there was a huge 
injection of funding together with a feeling that adult literacy mattered. Over the next 
few years the funding continued to flow but with it came new, sometimes outlandish, 
targets. Teachers found themselves increasingly subject to stricter methods of control. 
Theƌe ǁas oǀeƌall a huge iŶĐƌease iŶ ǁhat ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ Ŷot oŶlǇ ƋuaŶtitatiǀelǇ ;iŶ 
teƌŵs of iŶstƌuŵeŶts of ĐoŵpliaŶĐeͿ ďut also ƋualitatiǀelǇ iŶ teƌŵs of ͚detail͛ aŶd 
͚iŶteŶsitǇ͛. It ǁas Ŷot loŶg ďefoƌe CatheƌiŶe, Gill and most of those teachers who 
believed in a liberal, or a personal developmental approach to adult literacy work found 
themselves swimming against a tide which was running ever faster. Eventually almost all 
drowned.     
 
Describing her work with Gill Catherine recalls the amount of time she would spend 
talking to potential students and how Gill would work to assure the student that they 
would be treated with care and respect: 
 
It was great because she was so experienced, and I think she used all her 
skills in interviewing. She had very strong opinions about how basic skills 
should be taught really, and the whole process ... it was a whole process. 
From the initial interview she would interview every student who came 
through the door for half an hour initial interview, it was mainly talking 
and finding out about their problems, their barriers and from there she 
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would hand pick which class they should go to feel most comfortable. I 
sat in on the interviews and I learnt so much from her, about how to how 
to go about it, how to find out what people need. 
 
CatheƌiŶe lateƌ eǆplaiŶed that a gƌeat paƌt of Gill͛s thiŶkiŶg aďout the iŶitial iŶteƌǀieǁ 
was to ensure that the prospective student would understand that they were entering 
an institution which would value them aŶd ǁould pƌoĐeed fƌoŵ the studeŶt͛s 
peƌĐeptioŶ of ǁhat theǇ Ŷeeded. CatheƌiŶe ďelieǀes that Gill͛s iŶitial iŶteƌǀieǁ 
techniques played an important part in what was then regarded as the success of 
liteƌaĐǇ teaĐhiŶg iŶ Adult EduĐatioŶ; ͚it ǁas a ǁhole pƌoĐess͛. Adult liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌs 
fƌoŵ the tƌaditioŶ to ǁhiĐh Gill ďeloŶged did Ŷot ďelieǀe iŶ ͚iŶitial testiŶg͛. This ǁas a 
policy which emerged from Skills for Life and was enforced by OFSTED and other 
regulatory bodies. To Gill it appeared wrong ethically and educationally to enforce an 
initial test on an adult.  
 
Prior to Skills for Life it was accepted practice within adult literacy that people 
approaching a centre with the intention of working to develop their literacy should not 
be tested until they themselves suggested it or the teacher felt that the student had 
gained sufficiently in confidence for the test not to be a demoralising or traumatic 
experience. The logic was fairly straightforward; if an adult decided that they needed to 
develop their literacy it was almost always the case that they had the experience of 
͚failiŶg at sĐhool͛ aŶd it ǁas Ŷot helpful to ďegiŶ a Đouƌse ǁith aŶ eǆpeƌieŶĐe ǁhiĐh ǁas 
probably linked to dismal memories.  
 
An interview of half an hour conducted by someone with the skill which Catherine 
attributes to Gill would reveal almost everything a teacher would need to know to begin 
teaching someone and might also allow for the establishment of a bond between the 
interviewer and interviewee. Within this paradigm it was assumed that this supportive 
relationship was itself a key part of literacy development. Under the rules introduced in 
the wake of Skills for Life all students were to be assessed by a test, usually computer 
based, before being placed. The grade achieved on the initial assessment was then used 
to place the student in a class. Progress was then measured according to how long it 
took studeŶts to ǁoƌk theiƌ ǁaǇ ͚up͛ thƌough the gƌades.  IŶ effeĐt ͚iŶitial testiŶg͛ Đaŵe 
to replace, or at least significantly supplant, the ͚iŶitial iŶteƌǀieǁ͛;M). For teachers such 
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as Catherine or Gill this appeared as evidence of a trend towards the removal of much 
that was professional and personal from adult literacy teaching. Catherine remembers 
that these changes started to become noticeable around 2002: 
 
So for two or three years everything was great, and the classes were full 
but then probably, and I was thinking about this today when I was at 
work, probably because of Moser new policies were brought in which 
effected change and so over the next couple of years we saw at  Adult Ed 
... we had three restructures as well, had to keep applying for our jobs 
ǁhiĐh ǁasŶ͛t gƌeat, ďut ǁe saǁ all these ĐhaŶges so the ŵaiŶ thiŶg ǁas 
they wanted bigger classes ... 
 
Catherine makes the point that the managers of Adult Education centres were obliged to 
increase class sizes and came under pressure to pass tests in order avoid failing OFSTED 
inspections and also to secure funding. At this point funding for Further Education and 
Adult Education was almost all ͚dƌaǁŶ doǁŶ͛ fƌoŵ the LeaƌŶiŶg aŶd “kills CouŶĐil ;L“CͿ. 
The LSC set quotas and targets for passes at various levels of test. At the same time 
OFSTED inspections became increasingly focussed on the measurement of what was 
teƌŵed ͚studeŶt pƌogƌessioŶ͛.  The piĐtuƌe CatheƌiŶe paiŶts of the ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of 
these and other policies is one of increasing intensification and the channelling of 
leaƌŶeƌs thƌough a ͚sǇsteŵ͛: 
 
No one ever really took into the picture how often chaotic ... the basic 
skills needs ... these people͛s liǀes ǁeƌe, hoǁ ĐhaotiĐ, aŶd ǁhǇ theǇ doŶ͛t 
attend always and so, you know ... but you know you need twelve to run 
a programme ... they wanted to join together the ESOL classes and the 
special needs classes and the basic skills classes which was never going to 
be a success. 
 
CatheƌiŶe͛s fuŶdaŵeŶtal oďjeĐtioŶ to this ƌests oŶ ǁhat she sees as the 
inappropriateness of placing ESOL learners who might well be very literate in their other 
languages but not in English in classes with learners who do not have learning difficulties 
but wish to develop their literacy and with learners who have moderate learning 
diffiĐulties. As she poiŶted out this ͚luŵpiŶg people togetheƌ͛ happeŶed at the saŵe 
Catherine Edwards 
135 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
tiŵe as the offiĐial disĐouƌse stƌessed ͚IŶdiǀidual LeaƌŶiŶg PlaŶs͛ aŶd ŵeetiŶg ͚iŶdiǀidual 
Ŷeeds͛.  
 
Catherine found it increasingly difficult to come to terms with a range of changes which 
were being made to the way in which literacy teaching was done within Adult Education. 
Especially telling was a remark Catherine made which was very similar to what others 
haǀe said ͚I thiŶk it is all just ĐhasiŶg fuŶdiŶg Ŷoǁ͛. ͚ChasiŶg fuŶdiŶg͛ as a phƌase has 
occurred in almost every interview I have conducted. The only other particular theme 
more prominent in the transĐƌipts ǁould ďe ͚papeƌǁoƌk͛, ǁhiĐh iŶteƌestiŶglǇ ŵost 
interviewees comment on as being worse in their own particular workplace than it is in 
other institutions of which they do not have firsthand experience. Sometimes the 
challenge is seen as the sheer volume of the paperwork to be completed but mostly the 
problem seems to lie more with its perceived pointlessness. Catherine recounts how she 
and others were asked to go for a training day with an outside consultant on how to 
complete a new style lesson plan: 
 
I remember one of the things at Adult Ed. Probably in about 2007 not long 
before I left,  this consultant came in with a 13 page lesson plan and said 
this would be the new model, you know they handed it out and projected 
it onto an interactive screen. Gill and I looked at each and said what is 
that ... you must be joking ... no ... you want 12 or 14 in a class and for 
each lesson you want this completed ... when will we do the teaching? ... 
as loŶg as theǇ haǀe got a papeƌ tƌail aŶd as loŶg as Ǉou͛ǀe got progress 
it͛s got to ďe eŶough ... Ǉou ĐaŶ͛t ďe eǆpeĐted to fill out those ƌidiĐulous 
sheets afteƌ sheets ... I peƌsoŶallǇ doŶ͛t agƌee ǁith it. ;M) 
 
At several points during her interviews Catherine talked about the unending arguments 
about the changes which were introduced into literacy and ESOL teaching in Adult 
EduĐatioŶ. Gill as CatheƌiŶe͛s liŶe ŵaŶageƌ did Ŷot eŶfoƌĐe the Ŷeǁ ƌegiŵe aŶd fƌoŵ 
ǁhat CatheƌiŶe saǇs Gill͛s ƌefusal ǁas Ŷot eǆĐeptioŶal; ͚Gill Ŷeǀeƌ ŵade ŵe do it, I Ŷeǀeƌ 
once had to do anything like that ... I never did ... but that is why we are not working 
theƌe aŶǇŵoƌe͛.   CatheƌiŶe spoke aďout heƌ last Ǉeaƌs ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith Adult EduĐatioŶ 
without realising that once transcribed and set down in black and white it would emerge 
that almost all of heƌ Đolleagues fƌoŵ ͚the ďest of daǇs͛ haǀe left͛. It is Ŷot uŶƌeasoŶaďle 
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for Catherine and the others to see this as having been to a considerable extent an 
intended by-pƌoduĐt of the pƌoĐesses ǀaƌiouslǇ ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚stƌeaŵliŶiŶg͛, 
͚ŵodeƌŶisiŶg͛ oƌ ŵakiŶg Adult Ed. ͚OF“TED ƌeadǇ͛.  CatheƌiŶe attƌiďutes heƌ fiŶal ďƌeak 
ǁith Adult. Ed. to heƌ ƌefusal to applǇ foƌ a joď ͚ŵaŶagiŶg͛ a Đoŵputeƌ ďased ͚skills 
ĐeŶtƌe͛ ǁheƌe studeŶts ͚dƌopped iŶ͛ aŶd ǁoƌked oŶ Đoŵputeƌ eǆeƌĐises.  UŶdeƌ suĐh a 
model there was ǀeƌǇ little tƌaditioŶal liteƌaĐǇ teaĐhiŶg. IŶ suĐh a ĐeŶtƌe the teaĐheƌ͛s 
role would be to explain to individual students how to complete the exercises correctly.  
 
 ... it all just transferred to the Skills Plus centre and when the vacancy 
came up at the Skills Plus centre I decided not to apply for it. Then over 
the Ŷeǆt feǁ ŵoŶths I had just less aŶd less Đlasses uŶtil I didŶ͛t haǀe aŶǇ 
I think at the end.  
 
Catherine assumes that the reduction of her work was deliberate although she received 
conflicting messages from the managers (M).  
 
The last time I interviewed Catherine she was happy and enjoying her new post as an 
ESOL teacher. The only problem in her new post was the long motorway  journey she 
had to make each day from Thanet to North Kent (P).  In her new post she had come to 
terms with many of the things which she had struggled against in her days in Adult Ed. 
but she was teaching students in classes and was to a large extent able to build up the 
personal contact with students which she believes to be so important. Catherine made 
this point directly when she talked about her memories of Adult. Ed. and her new 
teaching position. I put it to her that when she had talked about the days in Adult Ed. 
ďefoƌe the full oŶset of ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ she had talked aďout it as haǀiŶg ďeeŶ a ͚peƌfeĐt 
tiŵe͛. 
 
I think I see it as a very positive time for the education provision that was 
being offered at that time. For me it was looking back, it was a very 
holistiĐ sǇsteŵ ƌeallǇ if those tǁo ǁoƌds doŶ͛t ĐoŶtƌadiĐt each other. 
People ... funnily enough what a lot of crossovers  (with) what Anna and I 
are doing here working as ESL support tutors ... we are giving that same 
holistic approach to people because we are not just seeing them as whole 
groups, we are getting involved in their lives. I am very involved with my 
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students ... their asylum backgrounds, their pastoral care, we go way 
beyond the duty that we actually have here in our job roles. 
 
Catherine then offered some examples of ways in which she and Anna (a new colleague) 
help their students and she explains that she thinks this is essential because of the 
isolatioŶ iŶ ǁhiĐh these ŵostlǇ ǇouŶg asǇluŵ seekeƌs liǀe. CatheƌiŶe͛s logiĐ is 
unassailable, she believes that the lives of these young people are so hard and their 
histories so terrible that it is not possible for them to make any educational progress 
without  assistance in other areas of their lives. She also explains that this support is not 
a recognised part of her job. I put it to her that this would involve her taking risks and 
asked ǁhat heƌ eŵploǇeƌs ǁould do if aŶǇthiŶg ͚ǁeŶt ǁƌoŶg͛. “he poiŶted out that 
most, if not all, institutions which work with asylum seekers on ESOL courses had no 
interest, as institutions, in supporting their students away from the narrowly interpreted 
classroom requirements. Catherine summed up a key part of her view on working with 
asylum seekers and on education in general in the following: 
 
Well a lot of people I work with, not all of them ... I feel that if my own 
children found themselves in another country without the language, 
without the culture, without any family to help them I would want 
someone to help them ... education to me is more than ... to me 
education is more than just teaching someone from an academic point of 
ǀieǁ. It͛s a ǁhole life eǆpeƌieŶĐe. Foƌ ŵe it ǁas aŶǇǁaǇ ... foƌ ŵǇ oǁŶ 
journey through education, and when I look back it was meeting people 
who did go that one step beyond their role that helped me to succeed 
and achieve. (C&I, M) 
 
This ƌefleĐtioŶ ďǇ CatheƌiŶe oŶ the teaĐheƌ͛s ƌespoŶsiďilities ƌaises ŵaŶǇ ƋuestioŶs ďut 
pƌiŶĐipallǇ that of the disĐƌepaŶĐǇ ďetǁeeŶ the teaĐheƌ͛s offiĐial ƌole aŶd ǁhat 
Catherine professes to be the essential importance of a much wider remit. This is itself a 
ƌefleĐtioŶ of ǁhat foƌ CatheƌiŶe is a ǁideƌ ĐoŶfliĐt ďetǁeeŶ ͚helpiŶg people͛ iŶ a ǁaǇ 
that she ďelieǀes seƌǀes theŵ ďest aŶd ͚the sǇsteŵ͛ ǁhiĐh ƌeƋuiƌes that she push people 
͚thƌough͛ iŶ the ƌeƋuiƌed ŵaŶŶeƌ.
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Sarah 
 
 
Sarah is in her fifties, she is a mother and grandmother. After only a fairly short time 
talking to her it is evident that she is busy supporting her family and others who live near 
her. She speaks in a manner which is deliberate and direct but also gentle. Within a few 
minutes of our conversation starting I feel sure that that her decision to participate in 
these interviews was considered carefully. Sarah has decided to make time for this 
project, time which is at a premium for someone who evidently puts the needs of many 
others before her own.  
 
Sarah is now a teacher in an independent school, having worked for twenty years in 
state education as a secondary school classroom assistant. Sarah took a PGCE while in 
her forties and then started work in a Further Education college.  
 
From what I knew of Sarah she always seemed to talk about students in a way that was 
Ŷot judgŵeŶtal.  Gƌeat effoƌts ǁeƌe ŵade to see thiŶgs fƌoŵ the studeŶts͛ poiŶt of ǀieǁ, 
to be reasonable and fair towards people who often rejected or held in disdain the 
efforts of their teachers, Sarah included. Simultaneously Sarah held the view that the 
work which was done in class especially in literacy and numeracy work with these 
͚uŶpƌoŵisiŶg͛ studeŶts ǁas ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt aŶd “aƌah ǁas stƌiĐt iŶ the deŵands made 
on her students. Sarah thought it important that students judged to have low levels of 
literacy should do something about it. I wanted to try and explore an apparent 
contradiction: Sarah appeared to be a teacher who is passionate about the potential 
value of her subject but who has learnt to treat rejection by her students with a fair 
degree of equanimity.. 
 
Sarah grew up in Canterbury some nineteen miles from Thanet. She went to a small 
village primary school, Sarah remembers it fondly. The school is situated just outside of 
Canterbury. In the nineteen seventies when Sarah would have been at school this 
outlying district of Canterbury was already losing its character as a working village and 
was becoming a suburb of the city. Today the village character has completely 
disappeared. 
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When Sarah was young her father died leaving her mother with three young children. 
Although Sarah it would appear that a period of some poverty followed her mother 
becoming a widow. Sarah explains that her mother had sold heƌ house aŶd had ͚ƌuŶ out 
of ŵoŶeǇ͛ ďǇ the tiŵe she saǁ a joď adǀeƌtised iŶ a loĐal Ŷeǁspapeƌ foƌ soŵeoŶe to 
look after the daughter of a man who had himself been widowed. She worked for the 
ŵaŶ, aŶd lateƌ theǇ ŵaƌƌied. “aƌah͛s stepfatheƌ ǁas aŶ adǀiseƌ in the Ministry of 
Agriculture Food and Fisheries. Sarah describes her stepfather as being caring, generous 
and indefatigably devoted to his family. (C&I) 
 
Sarah prospered in the small village primary school and in the final year of primary 
school she sat and passed the Kent Test.  All secondary education in Kent is hugely 
iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ the KeŶt Test ǁhiĐh is to all iŶteŶts aŶd puƌposes the ͚ϭϭ plus͛ test. IŶ the 
final years of primary school an assessment is made as to whether children have the 
͚poteŶtial͛ to atteŶd gƌaŵŵaƌ sĐhool. Those deeŵed ǁoƌthǇ sit a ďatteƌǇ of tests iŶ the 
last year of primary. Some thirty percent of children who attend primary school are then 
͚passed͛. IŶ this ǁaǇ alŵost all ŶoŶ-privately educated primary school children are 
tested or assessed and seventy percent are rejected or failed. Of the thirty percent who 
aĐhieǀe ͚a pass͛ ŵost go oŶ to gƌaŵŵaƌ sĐhool. IŶ the Ŷoƌŵal Đouƌse of affaiƌs these 
successful children are offered places in one of the, more or less, local grammar schools. 
This is pretty much how the situation is described officially. It is hardly ever pointed out 
that in Kent primary children of  the age of ten or eleven are set a test which is so 
designed that some seventy percent will fail, and thereby be excluded from attending 
the more highly regarded schools. The majority of the children who fail the Kent Test are 
not actually entered for the exam itself but are simply deemed to have no chance of 
passing. Within most primary schools the Head Teacher and a team of senior teachers 
select those who can go forward to take the test. (C&I) 
 
Foƌ those ǁho fail, oƌ Ŷeǀeƌ take the test, the situatioŶ is ǀeƌǇ ĐoŵpliĐated. The ͚ŶoŶ-
gƌaŵŵaƌ͛ sĐhools aƌe also seleĐtiǀe, soŵe oŶ gƌouŶds of peƌĐeiǀed studeŶt aďilities oƌ 
potential, others on religious criteria. When Sarah took the Kent Test a school known as 
the ͚FƌaŶk Hookeƌ͛ ǀied ǁith aŶotheƌ kŶoǁŶ as the ͚Williaŵ Nottage͛ as the seĐoŶdaƌǇ 
sĐhool of last ƌesoƌt.  Outside of CaŶteƌďuƌǇ the ͚FƌaŶk MoŶtgoŵeƌǇ͛ ǁas ĐoŶsideƌed ďǇ 
most concerned parents to be so low as to be beyond the pale. All of these schools have 
Sarah 
140 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
to this day, whatever formal indicators might suggest, continued to struggle along a very 
difficult path. 
 
It is hard to communicate to those unfamiliar with it just how much of an impact the 
Kent Test  has on those who are put through it, or even more on those who are not. In 
discussions with people who are well into middle age or beyond the Kent Test is often 
viewed as a defining moment in their educational career. 
 
Statistics for the Kent Test convey something of its effect. To understand it fully one 
should have firsthand experience. Talking to Sarah more than 30 years after she took the 
test it is clear that it still has an emotional impact.  
 
Sarah was in an unusual situation with regard to the Kent Test.  The year she took and 
passed the test theƌe ǁas aŶ iŶsuffiĐieŶt Ŷuŵďeƌ of gƌaŵŵaƌ sĐhools plaĐes. ͚That 
particular year, apparently loads, far too many, passed the Kent Test – I was one of them 
– aŶd theƌe ǁasŶ͛t eŶough plaĐes at the gƌaŵŵaƌ͛. As “aƌah puts it heƌ ͚ŵuŵ aŶd dad 
ǁeŶt aďsolutelǇ ŵad͛ aďout ǁhat had happeŶed teƌƌified at the pƌospeĐt of theiƌ 
daughteƌ haǀiŶg to atteŶd the ͚Nottage͛. Afteƌ that “aƌah is Ŷot Đleaƌ aďout ǁhat eǆaĐtlǇ 
happeŶed ďut she ͚eŶded up͛ at ͚AƌĐhďishop͛ a loĐal ChuƌĐh of EŶglaŶd seĐoŶdaƌǇ 
school. Sarah was not alone in this as there were five others from her primary school 
ǁho had passed the test ďut did Ŷot get to gƌaŵŵaƌ sĐhool.  TodaǇ the ͚AƌĐhďishop͛ has 
as one of its entry criteria regular attendance at church for several years from 
prospective students or parents. This attendance must be attested to by a vicar or other 
church functionary.  Strangely Sarah passed the Kent Test and should have gone to 
Grammar school and conceivably on to University or work. In effect Sarah was forced 
aloŶg aŶ alteƌŶatiǀe tƌaĐk ďeĐause the Ǉeaƌ she sat the test ͚too ŵaŶǇ studeŶts passed͛. 
(C&I, P) 
 
Sarah enjoyed her time at secondary despite the somewhat inauspicious circumstances 
of her arriving theƌe. “aƌah desĐƌiďes the sĐhool iŶ the ŵost positiǀe teƌŵs ͚It ǁas supeƌ 
theƌe, ƌeallǇ, ƌeallǇ loǀelǇ, I had a ǁoŶdeƌful tiŵe͛. “aƌah eŶteƌed the siǆth foƌŵ of the 
sĐhool ǁith ͚O͛ leǀels, aŶd she ǁas espeĐiallǇ happǇ ǁith heƌ DoŵestiĐ “ĐieŶĐe GC“E iŶ 
which she had achieved the top grade. When Sarah talks about the domestic work she 
did at home and how she looked after her younger siblings she explains that she was 
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͚pƌaĐtiĐallǇ a houseǁife alƌeadǇ͛. “he Đhose to do doŵestiĐ sĐieŶĐe foƌ ͚A͛ leǀel, at that 
time her sights were set on qualifying to become a teacher in the same subject. Then 
suddeŶlǇ she left eduĐatioŶ. As she puts it ͚I ƌaŶ aǁaǇ fƌoŵ hoŵe͛. 
 
IŶ ouƌ fiƌst iŶteƌǀieǁ “aƌah eǆplaiŶed that heƌ ŵotheƌ ͚ǁas ǀeƌǇ stƌiĐt͛ aŶd suggests that 
the discipline at home was the reason for not only her, but also her elder brother and 
sisteƌ, ͚ƌuŶŶiŶg aǁaǇ͛. IŶ lateƌ disĐussioŶs she talked aďout heƌ ŵotheƌ ďeiŶg ĐoŵpletelǇ 
iŶfleǆiďle aŶd uŶaďle to deal ǁith teeŶageƌs ǁithout ĐoŶfƌoŶtatioŶ.  ͚I got to ϭϳ, 
obviously I͛d had eŶough, left, aŶd theŶ got a joď, ... Ŷeeded ŵoŶeǇ to liǀe oŶ͛. “he also 
developed the point already made about living the life of a housewife whilst at school: 
 
You have to remember as well since I was 10 and right up until I left home 
then I became the eldest there were five children under me so I was 
looking after them all the time and doing an awful lot at home.  I was like 
a housewife at 13, 14 anyway so I suppose when I got to 17 I felt like that 
I was more like 27.(C&I) 
 
“aƌah͛s ƌuŶŶiŶg aǁaǇ involved her getting engaged to and living with her boyfriend who 
was a stockman on a farm close to Canterbury.  At this time Sarah was only a few weeks 
beyond her seventeenth birthday and she lived in a tied house on a farm not far from 
Canterbury. Sarah told her mother nothing of her circumstances and on the day of her 
18th birthday she married the man she lived with. Sarah learnt later that her mother had 
contacted the police to try and find a way to compel her to return home. As Sarah was 
over sixteen years old, and not in any demonstrable danger, nothing could be done. 
Sarah looking back at this time believes that her mother was correct about the 
unsuitability of her boyfriend and later husband but she also stresses that life at home 
was unbearable. (C&I) 
 
Sarah did not go into great detail about her early married life but it appeared that at first 
she ǁas ŵoƌe oƌ less ĐoŶteŶted. The ͚ŵoƌe oƌ less͚ ǁas lateƌ eǆploƌed a little ŵoƌe 
deeply by Sarah. Her first husband became enormously controlling and at a point many 
Ǉeaƌs lateƌ ǁas “aƌah Đaŵe to see hiŵ  as ďeiŶg ͚ŵoƌďidlǇ jealous͛. I did Ŷot pƌess this 
ďut I felt that the teƌŵ ͚ŵoƌďidlǇ jealous͛ had fiƌst eŶteƌed iŶto “aƌah͛s leǆiĐoŶ thƌough 
contact with some type of professional agency. 
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Throughout the years of her married life Sarah worked in a number of jobs notably as a 
dental assistant and later  in a building society. Her husband required her to account in 
great detail how she spent her time away from the house.  
 
I was put on a pedestal I was a possession but his jealousy was such that not 
just ǁith otheƌ ŵeŶ ŵǇ oǁŶ faŵilǇ I ĐouldŶ͛t phoŶe ŵǇ oǁŶ ŵotheƌ aŶd tell 
hiŵ that I had phoŶed heƌ he ĐouldŶ͛t ďeaƌ it he ǁas that ďad.  “o, ĐaŶ Ǉou 
iŵagiŶe ǁhat it ǁas like ǁheŶ I ǁas goiŶg off to ǁoƌk aŶd theƌe͛s other 
people about and then when I wanted to go to university.  You have got no 
idea what I was up against. ... 
 
In the interview I asked Sarah about this jealousy. I could not understand if he imagined 
that she was having affairs or if he was simply jealous of her doing things like going out 
to work: 
 
No it͛s ďoth aŶd ĐoŵpletelǇ uŶfouŶded.  You get to the poiŶt ǁheŶ Ǉou go 
out Ǉou keep Ǉouƌ eǇes doǁŶ ďeĐause Ǉou daƌeŶ͛t look at aŶǇďodǇ iŶ Đase 
Ǉou aƌe aĐĐused of lookiŶg at theŵ.  It͛s a hoƌƌifiĐ thiŶg to have to suffer with 
... ďut Ǉou kŶoǁ ... so he ǁasŶ͛t keeŶ oŶ ŵe doiŶg thiŶgs ǁith ŵǇ oǁŶ life, 
my life belonged to him. 
 
After a few years of marriage restlessness had very definitely entered her life this was 
not only due to her belief that she could do more with her life but also a feeling that she 
had to escape from being obsessively controlled.  She had her first child after some four 
or five years of being married.  
 
͚I ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ aďout ϮϮ oƌ Ϯϯ ǁheŶ I had ŵǇ fiƌst, Caƌol. TheŶ I had 
another. Two, I ǁasŶ͛t haǀiŶg aŶǇŵoƌe. TheŶ the thiƌd oŶe Đaŵe aloŶg 
aŶd I thought ͚ ‘ight͛!  He got to a feǁ Ǉeaƌs old aŶd I thought ͚ ‘ight I Ŷeed 
a life Ŷoǁ, that ǁas it.͛ 
 
Sarah started work as a classroom assistant at a secondary school about 11 miles from 
the village where she lived. The job seems to have constituted something of a rebellion 
Sarah 
143 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
agaiŶst heƌ husďaŶd aŶd haǀiŶg takeŶ aŶ iŶitial step “aƌah ŵade aŶotheƌ ŵoǀe. ͚I 
thought I Ŷeed ŵoƌe thaŶ this so I applied to KeŶt UŶiǀeƌsitǇ to do aŶ AĐĐess Đouƌse͛. 
Sarah was interviewed by a distinguished professor at the university. She took along 
samples of the work she had been doing as a classroom assistant so that the professor 
might be able to gauge her suitability for entry to the Access Course. He was so 
impressed that he recommended that she enter directly onto a degree.  
 
When Sarah talks about this interview it is clear that it was extremely important to her 
and has come to be seen as a turning point. We can imagine the scene.  
A mother of three, no longer a young woman arrives at a university to be interviewed by 
a professor. The woman has no suitable formal qualifications.  The woman is married to 
a farm worker. More than a dozen years previously and against most expectations this 
mother of three had left school at seventeen and turned her back on what was 
ĐoŶsideƌed ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛.  
 
In some senses applying for an entry to the Access Course is, for her, an act of rebellion 
as her husband is far from positive about it. But it is a strange sort of rebellion as it 
marks the beginning of re-entry into the world she left at seventeen.  The implications 
and the full meaning of what was happening would almost certainly have not been 
apparent to the professor conducting the interview and the full meaning of what was 
happening would have been only partially understood by Sarah. Where Sarah was after 
only acceptance to the access course the professor gives her a ringing endorsement and 
iŶǀites heƌ to ďeĐoŵe aŶ uŶdeƌgƌaduate. It should also ďe Ŷoted that “aƌah͛s 
counterparts could not do today what she did more than two decades ago.  
 
When I asked Sarah how her husband had reacted the reply was unequivocal: 
 
He didŶ͛t ǁaŶt ŵe to do it ... But theŶ I left hiŵ. ... Ŷot loŶg afteƌ aŶǇǁaǇ 
so, he didŶ͛t ǁaŶt ŵe to do it ....I͛d ďeeŶ doiŶg it a short while and I left 
him because I bought a house next to my mum where I live now; I took 
the ĐhildƌeŶ ǁith ŵe. He didŶ͛t ǁaŶt ŵe to do aŶǇthiŶg like that, dead 
agaiŶst. He didŶ͛t ǁaŶt ŵe to leaƌŶ to dƌiǀe, if Ǉou ĐaŶ iŵagiŶe aŶǇoŶe 
like that, because it gaǀe ŵe iŶdepeŶdeŶĐe didŶ͛t it, if I Đould dƌiǀe.  
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The above quote came from the first recorded interview with Sarah, later it emerged 
that the separation and divorce from her husband was a deeply harrowing and drawn 
out process but something she was impelled to complete.  
 
Sarah took six years to complete her part-time degree; missing a year because of the 
divorce and moving house. Interestingly she remarked that when she interrupted many 
people told her that she would not return to the course, but she never had a doubt that 
she would return to complete it. Sarah remarks that her children say that an abiding 
memory of their childhood was of their mother demanding that she not be disturbed as 
she completed university work. From what Sarah says it is interesting that the children 
accepted this and have no negative feelings about it.  
 
Their lasting memory of mum doing a degree is me upstairs in the 
bedroom at home , because I had my laptop there and they go 
͚Muŵ͛;laughteƌͿ aŶd I ǁas ͚“hut up I͛ŵ tƌǇiŶg to ĐoŶĐeŶtƌate͛. TheǇ all 
laugh about that now, but they did support me, yeah, very much. 
 
Sarah describes the day she graduated in the following terms: 
 
I was very, very proud, it was the proudest moment of my life 
gƌaduatiŶg, ďeĐause I͛d fought agaiŶst all the odds to do that and six 
Ǉeaƌs is a loŶg tiŵe . ... But it͛s oŶe of the ďest thiŶgs I͛ǀe eǀeƌ doŶe iŶ 
life certainly. (C&I) 
 
After graduating Sarah continued to work as a Learning Support Assistant (LSA) at the 
same school as she had worked when she left her husband. As a graduate she decided to 
do a PGCE. It would appear that Sarah enjoyed her course and found it rewarding. Again 
it is iŶteƌestiŶg to tƌǇ aŶd gƌasp hoǁ “aƌah͛s  ideŶtitǇ ŵust haǀe ĐhaŶged oǀeƌ the peƌiod 
of less than ten years between becoming a LSA, entering university as an undergraduate, 
graduating and becoming a fully qualified teacher.  
 
We will now turn to Sarah as a teacher in Further Education.  Towards the end of her 
PGCE Sarah applied for a teaching job in Thanet and was successful. She began with very 
high hopes.  
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͚WheŶ I ǁeŶt theƌe foƌ the iŶteƌǀieǁ I loǀed the Đollege, I fouŶd it a ƌeallǇ 
ŶiĐe plaĐe ǁith the Đaŵpus, eǀeƌǇthiŶg, just the ƌight size. ... I͛ǀe alǁaǇs 
liked ThaŶet aŶǇǁaǇ, I͛d ďeeŶ to aŶotheƌ Đollege Đloseƌ to home but I 
ƌeŵeŵďeƌ thiŶkiŶg I͛d sooŶeƌ tƌaǀel doǁŶ aŶd ǁoƌk at ThaŶet. ... I alǁaǇs 
liked the college and the campus, the layout and everything. I thought it 
ǁas a ŶiĐe ĐoŵpaĐt Đollege͛ 
 
Sarah was convinced that she would get on with the students and throughout her time 
at the Đollege she alǁaǇs liked aŶd ͚uŶdeƌstood͛ theŵ, ͚ďeĐause of theiƌ ďaĐkgƌouŶds 
the type of school they would have been to would have been a secondary school similar 
to ǁheƌe I had ďeeŶ teaĐhiŶg͛. A laƌge paƌt of “aƌah͛s ĐoŶfideŶĐe iŶ being able to work 
with the students she expected to find was due to her certainty that she would be able 
to ͚Đaƌe͛ foƌ theŵ. 
 
͚I͛d ďeeŶ to ThaŶet; Ǉeah I͛d ďeeŶ to ThaŶet Ƌuite a lot. MǇ daughteƌ  
Caƌol aŶd I, ǁe alǁaǇs use to go shoppiŶg aŶd ďeĐause Ǉou͛d see the girls 
aƌouŶd the toǁŶ aŶd the ďoǇs, it ǁas Ŷo diffeƌeŶt to the ĐhildƌeŶ I͛d 
ǁoƌked ǁith so I kŶeǁ I͛d Đope. .. aŶd a ĐaƌiŶg peƌsoŶalitǇ, I kŶeǁ if I had 
adults  I Đould do that as ǁell.͛ 
 
Several things emerge from the way Sarah talks about these students, firstly it is clear 
that although she sees them as leading lives different to her own or to that of her family 
members there is only a limited distancing of the students. These adults who are obliged 
to follow literacy programmes do not appear to “aƌah as ͚otheƌs͛. 
 
It is often suggested that teachers of literacy to adults need to be able to create and 
develop a bond with their students if they are to be successful. This dimension of literacy 
teaching does not feature in the descriptions of the profession found in official 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶt liteƌatuƌe ;͚“kills Foƌ Life͛, DFEE, 2001 for example). It is commonplace in 
government publications to find the type of young people Sarah is talking about referred 
to as NEETs, the aĐƌoŶǇŵ foƌ ͚Not iŶ EduĐatioŶ, EŵploǇŵeŶt oƌ TƌaiŶiŶg͛. Although 
teachers use the expression to refer to their students it is usually apparent that they do 
so because it is the official designation not because they accept this wholly negative 
designation. Sarah herself explained that she detested the term NEETs.  
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It appears paradoxical even oxymoronic that the term NEETS is applied to many young 
people who attend FE colleges. Clearly if these young people are attending college they 
are in education. The apparent contradiction is not so difficult to explain. It is the official 
desigŶatioŶ of a ͚tǇpe͛ of ǇouŶg peƌsoŶ ǁho is still seeŶ iŶ these teƌŵs eǀeŶ ǁheŶ the 
strict definition could not be applied. Effectively what NEET means is that a person is 
young unemployed and by inference from background circumstances of some poverty.  
(C&I) 
 
When pressed to try and explain her ability to get on with students generally seen as 
challenging or unrewarding Sarah is not sure what to say: 
 
GoodŶess kŶoǁs. I doŶ͛t. It͛s alǁaǇs ďeeŶ theƌe eǀeƌ siŶĐe I staƌted ǁoƌk 
at Seaview High ... went as a classroom assistant – and you immediately 
get put with the worst from the two estates that fed into it  ... and lots of 
ĐhildƌeŶ iŶ Đaƌe theƌe. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ it͛s just paƌt of ŵe that alǁaǇs 
empathises with them. ... cares for them. Quite often they have nobody 
else, and I mean nobody, to Đaƌe aďout theŵ. “o ... Ǉou doŶ͛t ďeĐoŵe a 
ŵotheƌ figuƌe ... I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat it is, ďut I just ǁaŶted to ďƌiŶg out the 
best in them and show them that there was something in life for them, 
because they have lost hope.  
 
Again it is worth pausing and considering the term NEETs in order  to register the 
disĐƌepaŶĐǇ ďetǁeeŶ “aƌah͛s appƌeĐiatioŶ of heƌ studeŶts aŶd ǁhat ǁe ŵight call the 
managerialist understanding of the same people as NEETS.(C&I, M) 
 
The young people who Sarah taught at the FE college were mostly completing literacy 
and numeracy qualifications as part of a wider vocational curriculum. Some of her 
students were young people who had been obliged to leave before they were sixteen 
but most as Sarah says had left school at sixteen and had entered FE because: 
 
TheǇ͛d goŶe iŶto ǀoĐatioŶal Đouƌses ďeĐause theǇ had ŶothiŶg to go foƌ. 
And of course the ones I was teaching on the whole were having to redo 
theiƌ EŶglish aŶd Maths, so I ǁould saǇ theiƌ seĐoŶdaƌǇ sĐhools hadŶ͛t let 
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theŵ doǁŶ ďut theǇ just hadŶ͛t aĐhieǀed aŶǇthiŶg theƌe, ďeĐause I kŶoǁ 
hoǁ haƌd it is foƌ seĐoŶdaƌǇ sĐhool teaĐheƌs, I͛ǀe ǁitŶessed it foƌ Ǉeaƌs. 
 
The pƌoďleŵ of ǇouŶg people feeliŶg that theǇ hadŶ͛t ͚aĐhieǀed aŶǇthiŶg͛ oƌ ďelieǀiŶg 
that ͚I͛ŵ useless, I͛ŵ Đƌap, I ĐaŶ͛t do aŶǇthiŶg͛ is soŵethiŶg that ƌeĐuƌs thƌough 
“aƌah͛s stoƌǇ aŶd ĐleaƌlǇ Đauses heƌ aŶǆietǇ. The piĐtuƌe of the ǇouŶg people ǁho 
Sarah describes as being at the bottom of the pile in secondary school is truly sad: 
 
I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ... a lot of the ĐhildƌeŶ I taught iŶ the seĐoŶdaƌǇ sĐhool, oƌ 
used to help, it had come from their parents that there was absolutely no 
hope left there, they said, ͞theƌe ǁas Ŷo poiŶt iŶ eǀeŶ tƌǇiŶg ďeĐause 
theƌe ǁas ŶothiŶg foƌ theŵ.͟  That ǁas just so ǁƌoŶg I thought ǁhat a 
ǁaste ... Ǉou ĐaŶ͛t ďe like that.  If Ǉou Đould just ďoost theiƌ ĐoŶfideŶĐe a 
little bit it was terrible to have no hope at such a young age to be so 
negative. 
 
OŶ the oďǀeƌse side of “usaŶ͛s aŶǆietǇ aďout the ǇouŶg people she ǁoƌked ǁith is the 
ƌeǁaƌd of plaǇiŶg a paƌt iŶ suĐĐessful atteŵpts ͚to tuƌŶ theŵ aƌouŶd͛ to giǀe theŵ a 
feeling of success and purpose. Again somewhat at odds with official policies when 
Sarah talks about measures of success she looks to a range of indicators of what might 
ďe Đalled peƌsoŶal deǀelopŵeŶt oŶ the paƌt of heƌ studeŶt͛s ďeĐoŵiŶg ŵoƌe ĐoŶfideŶt, 
or positive, or even developing the ability to speak and interact with others. 
 
A teaĐheƌ plaĐiŶg oǀeƌƌidiŶg iŵpoƌtaŶĐe stƌess oŶ ǁhat ŵight ďe Đalled the ͚soft 
deǀelopŵeŶt͛ of studeŶt skills is at odds ǁith offiĐial Đollege aŶd goǀeƌŶŵeŶt poliĐies 
which eschew personal development in favour of passes in examinations. It is now 
considered wholly inadequate by most FE college managers and certainly by OFSTED for 
a teacher to argue for their work in adult literacy to be successful on the basis that 
students have achieved personal development.  Again and again in her interviews Sarah 
elides what would officially be described as a literacy problem with questions of self 
worth and a belief that there is a possibility of a purposeful meaningful life. When 
comparing her days at Sea View High and the FE college what Sarah sees as the 
importance of belief comes across very clearly.   
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Sarah talks about the young people at the school who had no belief in anything, least of 
all themselves.  She believes that a significant proportion of the young people leaving 
the school saw themselves as having no real possibility of achieving something which in 
life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk is soŵetiŵes ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚ageŶĐǇ͛. “aƌah sees the ǇouŶg people ǁho 
enter college as being from a different milieu even if they might have come from the 
same schools as the ŵost ŵaƌgiŶalised aŶd ͚depƌessed͛ ǇouŶg people. Those ǁho go oŶ 
to Đollege iŶ “aƌah͛s opiŶioŶ aƌe ŵostlǇ those ǁho ďelieǀe that a ǀoĐatioŶ is ǁoƌth 
pursuing and to some extent we might even say that these students  have a belief in 
their own powers.  
 
Of the young people at the college Sarah talked about how in many ways she saw them 
as the same people she had taught at Sea View though now they were a few years older. 
What is interesting here is that except in a very few cases they were not, of course, the 
same people but young people further along on what Sarah sees as the trajectory of 
young lives of this type.  As I write this I am aware of the problems of the use of the 
ǁoƌd ͚tǇpe͛ ;C+I). Working with the young people at the college as they followed 
vocational courses was a source of pleasure for Sarah when asked which students she 
most liked to teach she replied: 
 
I liked them (laughing) ... them all actually. I had the community group ... 
theǇ͛ƌe all diffeƌeŶt, so I had eǀeƌǇthiŶg, I had ŵusiĐiaŶs, I had drama 
students, cabin crew girls, they were quite something else – I had the 
chefs, holistic therapy, the artists – aƌtists ǁeƌeŶ͛t that keeŶ oŶ ŵaths at 
all, they were the ones most against it – the boys from wood occupations, 
the carpenters. I liked theŵ all, I put it doǁŶ to the eǆpeƌieŶĐe I͛d had iŶ 
secondary school so I was prepared. Bearing in mind the type of children 
I worked with at Sea View ... were mainly boys so funnily enough the 
people I taught at the college had been at Sea View. 
 
Sarah told the story of one young man in particular who had caught her attention in part 
because he had actually been known to her when she had taught in Sea View. When she 
had first met this man he had been among the group she believed to be almost without 
hope. He had ďeeŶ ͚peƌŵaŶeŶtlǇ eǆĐluded͛ aŶd as “aƌah puts it, ͚if Ǉou had ŵet his 
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fatheƌ Ǉou ǁould haǀe uŶdeƌstood ǁhǇ͛. Yeaƌs lateƌ she ǁheŶ she Đaŵe aĐƌoss hiŵ iŶ FE 
he was training successfully to be a carpenter. 
 
... there was one particular one , he  was permanently excluded and he 
kind of floated around having a bit of home tuition and had been to this 
special place  and not lasted there and there he was down at the college. 
 
I asked Sarah if the young man had been pleased to see her. 
 
Yeah ... (laughter) yes, he was doing well, he was doing wood occs ... 
wood occupations, and he was seeing his course out, because it was a 
two year course and he was in his second year, so he survived.  
 
Sarah clearly thought such a young man to be something of an exception. It was her 
opinion that for most of the group who struggled to remain at secondary, let alone those 
like him who were excluded,   the prospects were very poor. (C&I, P) 
 
Sarah particularly enjoyed teaching literacy to people who can be viewed as non-
traditional learners in an FE environment. She talks about one project in particular 
where people from the local area attended classes in the college and she knew that for 
many of them it took a considerable effort to take themselves into a place which was 
daunting if not foreboding despite the efforts which go into trying to make it hospitable. 
She mentions one particular example in which a mother brought her two reclusive 
children to the college both of the children were in their in the late teens or early 
twenties. At first they would only talk to each other but by the end of the course they 
had staƌted to talk to otheƌ studeŶts aŶd had ďeĐoŵe ͚fƌieŶds͛ ǁith soŵe. “aƌah felt that 
such things might sound like relatively modest achievements but in the context in which 
she worked she felt them to be hugely important as they represented really positive 
effeĐts ǁithiŶ people͛s liǀes. “aƌah also ŵeŶtioŶed eǀeŶiŶg Đlasses at the Đollege to 
which older students would come. (C&I) 
 
When Sarah talks about her work at the FE college and her earlier work as an LSA at the 
sĐhool the theŵe of ͚poǀeƌtǇ͛ seeŵs iŵpoƌtaŶt.  The pƌoďleŵ is tƌǇiŶg to foƌŵulate aŶ 
idea of what poverty is or more importantly to try to come to terms with what might be 
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uŶdeƌstood aďout ͚poǀeƌtǇ͛ as ƌefleĐted iŶ “aƌah͛s aĐĐouŶt. CeƌtaiŶlǇ “aƌah͛s 
understanding of poverty was complex. At its core was the idea of  a shortage of money, 
but this was only a constituent factor. Poverty was also connected to ideas of no-one 
caring about people, lack of belief iŶ oŶeself oƌ the possiďilitǇ of ͚gettiŶg oŶ͛ aŶd at its 
widest the idea of a generalised deprivation of which a low level of literacy is but a part.  
IŶ listeŶiŶg to “aƌah aŶd otheƌs talkiŶg aďout ͚poǀeƌtǇ͛ iŶ this ǁideƌ ŵeaŶiŶg I fouŶd 
myself intrigued not oŶlǇ ďǇ ŵǇ oǁŶ effoƌts to uŶdeƌstaŶd ͚poǀeƌtǇ͛ ďut also ŵǇ 
atteŵpts to gƌasp hoǁ ͚poǀeƌtǇ͛ is uŶdeƌstood ďǇ otheƌs. ;C&I) 
 
“aƌah͛s ƌeasoŶs foƌ leaǀiŶg Fuƌtheƌ EduĐatioŶ aƌe fƌoŵ a ƌetƌospeĐtiǀe ǀieǁ Đleaƌ Đut 
though in the story she tells the actual events and developments which led up to her 
deĐisioŶ aƌe Ŷot stƌaight foƌǁaƌd. “aƌah eǆplaiŶs that the ͚teaĐhiŶg itself͛ ǁas Ŷot oŶlǇ 
͚fiŶe͛ ďut ͚ǀeƌǇ ƌeǁaƌdiŶg͛. WheŶ she talks of the aspeĐts of the joď ǁhiĐh Đaused the 
problems that led to her leaving she puts the workload at the top of the list: 
 
I did like the job very much I would have been quite happy to stay there 
if the ǁoƌkload ǁas doaďle ǁhiĐh it ǁasŶ͛t it ǁas iŵpossiďle aŶd it ǁasŶ͛t 
just ŵe ďeĐause staff didŶ͛t staǇ theǇ just ĐouldŶ͛t Đope ǁith it.  I doŶ͛t 
know about other departments but our department they moved on 
regularly I think when I started in that September 3 had left in the July 
and I think some have since left since ... 
 
In fact many have left and if anything the workload has increased since Sarah worked in 
the college. As Sarah went through the list of people she had worked with who had 
subsequently left I was reminded of the interview with Catherine where she recounted 
the story of her workplace. Sarah is clear that for her and for most people teaching full 
time in this area of PCET the workloads are unsustainable. Again and again in all the 
interviews conducted for this project the issue of unsustainable workloads occurs. Sarah 
believes that in the long run almost everyone leaves, suffeƌs fƌoŵ ͚ďuƌŶout͛, oƌ soŵe 
other type of collapse. She compared the pressures of an OFSTED inspection in FE with 
those that she had experienced at Sea View. Sarah describes very forcefully how the 
pƌessuƌe of OF“TED ǁas like ͚aŶ eŶoƌŵous ǁeight͛: 
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I definitelǇ ĐouldŶ͛t haǀe suƌǀiǀed aŶotheƌ OF“TED theƌe...  I haǀe ďeeŶ 
thƌough ŵaŶǇ OF“TEDs  ŵaŶǇ, ŵaŶǇ OF“TEDs fiŶe okaǇ I ĐouldŶ͛t do 
another one at the college. ... I can tell you that now no matter what they 
paid me that was just the worst experience ever.  I did enjoy my time 
there yes it was what I wanted to do I enjoyed all the different classes 
͚Đause Ǉou kŶoǁ Ǉou ǁeŶt iŶto eǀeƌǇďodǇ aŶd eǀeƌǇthiŶg Ǉou kŶoǁ like 
music, art, drama, carpenters, builders it was fine.  It was the 
expectations of workload you kŶoǁ if oŶlǇ it hadŶ͛t ďeeŶ like that ǁhiĐh 
is a gƌeat shaŵe ďeĐause I thiŶk that͛s the saŵe foƌ Đolleges eǀeƌǇǁheƌe. 
(M) 
Sarah recounts how a close friend had a similar type of experience in a different FE college 
ǁheƌe she taught ͚ĐhildĐaƌe͛ afteƌ ŵoǀiŶg there from teaching in a primary school had a 
similar experience with the workload. 
 
MǇ fƌieŶd ǁho ǁas at “t Cuthďeƌt͛s thought she ǁould go foƌ a Đoŵplete 
change from (teaching) little ones.  She went to a college and she did 
childcare ... she loved it she was in her element ... she'd always been mad 
on babies and everything ... this particular friend she liked the girls she 
fouŶd theŵ a ĐhalleŶge ǀeƌǇ diffeƌeŶt to “t Cuthďeƌt͛s ĐhildƌeŶ.  I thought 
we will see how it goes after a term or so she said this is ƌidiĐulous I ĐaŶ͛t 
do this you know what they expect of me... 
 
A ĐoŶsideƌaďle paƌt of “aƌah͛s ǁoƌkload appeaƌs to haǀe Đoŵe fƌoŵ the Ŷeed to 
continually file reports on test data. Oddly it seems as though Sarah had to file this data 
with the management of the college and with managers or teachers working in the 
depaƌtŵeŶts fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh “aƌah͛s studeŶts ǁeƌe dƌaǁŶ. IŶ tuƌŶ these ŵaŶageƌs oƌ teaĐheƌs 
then lodged the same data with the college management. The result would appear to be 
that a considerable paƌt of “aƌah͛s joď ǁas takeŶ up ǁith testiŶg to pƌoǀide data aŶd theŶ 
in a process involving much redundant effort circulating the figures for the results: 
 
... the Đollege͛s Đƌiteƌia used to dƌiǀe us ŵad ďeĐause it ǁas all figuƌes aŶd 
this was what we all had directives from above.  We had to keep filling in 
these spreadsheets with all that they had gained and you had to show 
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improvement all the time on their grades.  It was all achievements but 
then I suppose did they have to do that for the government I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ. 
... They had to do online tests, which is what the college favoured unless 
the studeŶt speĐifiĐallǇ said I ĐaŶ͛t do it oŶliŶe, aŶd theŶ theǇ ǁould pƌiŶt 
off a paper one.  This was for the English and maths so they would take 
the level one first and then when they had achieved a pass in that they 
would go for their level 2, which was the equivalent of an A to C, (at GCSE) 
ďut it ǁas ŵuĐh easieƌ ǁasŶ͛t it?  CeƌtaiŶlǇ, the ŵaths theƌe ǁas aŶ aǁful 
lot ŵissed out fƌoŵ the…that͛s Ŷot oŶ the GC“E.  “o life there revolved 
round improving grades and you always had to try and get them higher 
for me that did interfere a little bit with me because all I wanted to do 
was carry on what I had always been doing.   
 
Sarah explains how the students were obliged to keep taking tests in maths and English 
until they achieved the grades required by the college. Many of the students were very 
negative about the whole process and complained about the testing: 
 
“o soŵe of theŵ ǁeƌe Ƌuite Ŷegatiǀe aŶd didŶ͛t ǁaŶt to do it so you 
ǁould saǇ, ͞I͛ŵ soƌƌǇ, ďut Ǉou haǀe got Ŷo optioŶ Ǉou haǀe got to do it 
I͛ŵ heƌe to teaĐh Ǉou,͟ ďlah ďlah, aŶd so oŶ.  TheŶ Ǉou ǁould get the 
others who were doing it because they wanted to especially the evening 
class which I think they have since stopped? ... That was more rewarding 
because they really wanted to do it so you could really give them help.   
 
“aƌah talks aďout hoǁ the ͚ data͛ had to ďe iŶputted aŶd hoǁ this data ďeĐaŵe the ŵaiŶ 
method by which the college managers, and presumably in their turn OFSTED, judged 
the ͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ of the Đollege. 
  
It was all on spreadsheets ... on the system ... so you just input everything.  
So, you were doing it for your own department skills for life.  Then you 
would be constantly getting emails from heads of all the departments so 
like care, decorators, carpenters, caterers all the time from them they 
wanted to know how the students were doing because they had to have 
it for their records as well so it was like on-going the whole time. 
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In the discussioŶ lateƌ aďout ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ seǀeƌal of the keǇ ideas pƌeseŶt iŶ “aƌah͛s 
desĐƌiptioŶ of ͚the sǇsteŵ͛ ǁill ďe piĐked up oŶ. ;C&I, M) 
 
OŶe ƌelatiǀelǇ ŵiŶoƌ iŶĐideŶt iŶ “aƌah͛s tiŵe at the Đollege seeŵs to ďe soŵeǁhat 
emblematic; at least Sarah discusses it in such terms.  Thanet is located on a corner of 
Kent, indeed it is the most Easterly part of the England save for the East Anglian coast. It 
is shaped like a triangle with two sides bound by the sea. It therefore has something of a 
milder microclimate. Sometimes when the rest of Kent has bad weather Thanet escapes 
it. “aƌah liǀes oŶ the top of ƌidge of higheƌ laŶd outside of CaŶteƌďuƌǇ. OŶe ǁiŶteƌ͛s daǇ 
duƌiŶg the Ǉeaƌ that “aƌah ǁoƌked at the Đollege it ǁas Ŷot possiďle to get fƌoŵ “aƌah͛s 
house to Thanet she called the college to explain that snow had made her journey 
impossible. The next day when the snow had cleared she managed to reach the college 
ďut ǁas asked to fuƌtheƌ eǆplaiŶ heƌ pƌeǀious daǇ͛s aďseŶĐe. “he ǁas told that she Đould 
not be paid for days missed in such circumstances. She was also told that if this was to 
happen again she must take electronically transmissible images of the snow preventing 
her travelling and that these should be transmitted to the college. (M, P) 
 
Sarah gave a final example of the workload problem in the FE college where she worked. 
Sarah describes how her colleagues and she believed that the OFSTED inspection process 
caused them more stress than their divorces. In part this stress was engendered by the 
fevered, even manic attempts of the college management to try and ensure that they had 
covered everything that OFSTED might require. To some extent managers preparing for 
OFSTED have to guess what will be required and it can be argued that OFSTED are 
sometimes ambiguous, therefore the college managers must try to cover all eventualities.  
 
You could have apportioned a slight blame to OFSTED because any 
school/college gets nervous when they know OFSTED is coming because 
if they get a bad OFSTED then it really goes against them.  I had the 
feeling it came from the very top level filtered down to the individual 
departments, and that was passed onto the workers.  It was the worst 
experience of my life OFSTED at college definitely ...it was the first time 
...I had this stress, I͛d eǆpeƌieŶĐed stƌess.  If Ǉou haǀe had stƌess  Ǉou 
ŵight kŶoǁ ǁhat it feels like ... theƌe͛s this haƌd ďloĐk of ĐoŶĐƌete lǇiŶg 
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oŶ Ǉouƌ Đhest that doesŶ͛t ŵoǀe, it ǁas that ďefoƌe aŶd duƌiŶg, aŶd the 
line manager was unbelievable, it was just a nightmare. 
 
Sarah recounts how the demands on them in preparation for OFSTED kept growing and 
in an atmosphere bordering on hysteria no demand was seen as being too extravagant. 
Sarah tells how she and other members of the teaching staff were asked to produce 
lesson plans to be able to show OFSTED: 
 
...and then management wanted lesson plans for every single lesson you 
taught – highlǇ detailed. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ if theǇ ǁeƌe ĐheĐked, ďut Ǉou had 
to have them ... we were told you had to have lesson plans, really 
diffeƌeŶtiated; Ǉou had to shoǁ all the diffeƌeŶtiatioŶ Ǉou͛d doŶe foƌ 
diffeƌeŶt leǀels. Did the ŵaŶageŵeŶt eǀeƌ ĐheĐk?  I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ, ǁe ǁeƌe 
just told we had to have lesson plans.  Oh they kept a bank of them; thank 
God [laughteƌ] oƌ else I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat ǁe ǁould haǀe doŶe.  “o theƌe͛s 
a bank of lesson plans and there were like blank copies, but then they all 
eŵail…oƌ put theŵ oŶ U“B͛s – I͛ǀe still got theŵ at hoŵe – put them on 
U“B͛s aŶd all Ǉou͛d do is ĐhaŶge dates aŶd Ŷaŵes aŶd thiŶgs, ďeĐause 
there ǁas Ŷo ǁaǇ oŶ God͛s eaƌth, I ǁould haǀe had to ǁoƌk Ϯϰ houƌs a 
daǇ, ϳ daǇs a ǁeek to do ǁhat theǇ ǁaŶted.  AŶd theŶ ǁe͛d ďe sĐƌaďďliŶg 
around trying to find resources, worksheets and things, because there 
was no money really to buy anything. 
 
Here Sarah is explaining how the staff met the impossible demand for lesson plans. The 
staff e-mailed lesson plans to each other and then changed dates and times etc. As OFSTED 
would have been unable to check and verify these plans the management demand was 
satisfied though in a purely formal manner. (M) 
 
Sarah explains that she left FE because of the workload, but not without regrets. Sarah is 
aware of how she achieved a degree and became a teacher and feels that these 
opportunities are now disappearing for people in the positioŶ she oŶĐe oĐĐupied. “aƌah͛s 
new job is in a private school where she works with students who have learning difficulties. 
“he has espeĐiallǇ deǀeloped heƌ ǁoƌk ǁith studeŶts deeŵed to ďe ͚dǇsleǆiĐ͛. Toǁaƌds the 
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end of our final interview Sarah once more returned to the idea of poverty and how so 
ŵaŶǇ ǇouŶg people at FE Đollege ͚dƌag theŵselǀes up͛.  
 
The ǀiĐious ĐiƌĐle that theǇ͛ǀe liǀed thƌough poǀeƌtǇ, the ŵajoƌitǇ of 
theŵ, as a Đhild aŶd ǁhat͛s goiŶg to diffeƌeŶt foƌ theŵ?  I ĐouldŶ͛t see 
anything.  So the courses they were on – yes, they would get 
qualifications, but then the jobs they were likely to be going for would 
still ďe faiƌlǇ loǁ paid, so theǇ͛d Ŷeǀeƌ…Ŷot all of theŵ, ďut a lot of theŵ 
would never be able to get out of the poverty circle, I ĐouldŶ͛t see it.  ;C&I, 
P) 
 
Despite these views Sarah is not despairing. She offers no solution to what she sees as 
the poverty of those she taught in Further Education or Sea View School but as already 
said whatever the odds Sarah sees the challenge as being fundamentally one of having 
͚to ĐaƌƌǇ oŶ͛. 
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Antecedents 3: Marxism and life stories 
 
 
Seek for food and clothing first, then 
The kingdom of God shall be added unto you 
-Hegel, 1807 
 
The class struggle, which is always present to a historian influenced by Marx, is a fight for 
the crude and material things, without which no refined and spiritual things could exist. 
Nevertheless, it is not in the form of the spoils which fall to the victor that the latter make 
their presence felt in the class struggle. They are present as courage, humour, cunning, 
and fortitude. They have retroactive force and will constantly call in question every victory, 
past and present, of the rulers.  
Walter Benjamin 1940 – Theses on the Philosophy of History IV.  
 
 
This chapter sets out to cover three main propositions which it is argued might be taken 
together to give an outline of a Marxist understanding of how to work with life stories. 
These three areas are the individual and the social, the abstract and the concrete, and 
alienation.   
In the introductory chapter a case was opened for considering life story work as having 
as its Đoƌe puƌpose the uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the pƌoĐesses ďǇ ǁhiĐh ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ is attached to 
life stories.  This in turn requires that very serious consideration be given to what is 
meant by making meaning. In particular what will be attempted in this chapter is to 
show some important ways in which Marxism can play a part in understanding the 
processes by which meaning is made.   
The fiƌst paƌt of the disĐussioŶ ǁill look at the idea of the ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ iŶ Maƌǆ aŶd this 
will be done with a view to demonstrating that the claim that Marx was not interested in 
͚iŶdiǀiduals͛ is ǁhollǇ eƌƌoŶeous. It ǁill ďe fuƌtheƌ aƌgued that a Maƌǆist ǀieǁ of ͚the 
iŶdiǀidual͛ offeƌs soŵethiŶg to life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk as it alloǁs foƌ a dǇŶaŵiĐ aŶd dialeĐtiĐal 
ǀieǁ of the iŶdiǀidual aŶd the soĐial.  “eĐoŶdlǇ the idea of the ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ peƌsoŶ ǁill ďe 
considered in the light of Maƌǆist thiŶkiŶg oŶ ǁhat is teƌŵed ͚the aďstƌaĐt͛ aŶd ͚the 
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͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛. ThiƌdlǇ soŵethiŶg ǁill ďe said aďout Maƌǆ͛s ĐoŶĐept of ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ aŶd hoǁ 
this can be used in the academic understanding of life stories. In the case of this project 
speĐifiĐallǇ the pƌeseŶtatioŶ of Maƌǆ͛s ĐoŶĐept of alieŶatioŶ ǁill ďe ŵade ǁith the 
intention of later using it as a way to understand and interpret those developments in 
the oƌgaŶisatioŶ of  teaĐhiŶg ǁhiĐh takeŶ togetheƌ aƌe giǀeŶ the laďel ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛. 
The thƌee pƌopositioŶs aƌe theƌefoƌe a Maƌǆist appƌoaĐh to the studǇ of ͚the iŶdiǀidual͛, 
͚the aďstƌaĐt aŶd the ĐoŶĐƌete͛ aŶd ͚alieŶatioŶ͛.   
In the case of the three areas outlined, the individual and the social, the abstract and the 
concrete, and alienation there is a problem which needs to be brought into view 
immediately. In many areas of his work Marx used terms which were already in 
existence but they were often given a new meaning. Occasionally these meanings are 
quite markedly different to their more customary meanings. To make issues even more 
complex it is not unusual for Marx to use words in ways which give them a slightly 
different meaning in different contexts.  
 
Individuals in society 
Throughout his writings it is clear that Marx was aware that he required his readers to 
form an understanding of ideas and concepts which differed from those dominant in the 
society of his time.  This meant that although the words used to describe notions had an 
accepted and established semantic content when Marx used them they often carried a 
new content and this made demands on the reader.  
Friedrich Engels writing in the preface to the first English Edition of Capital in 1886 
eǆplaiŶed alŵost apologetiĐallǇ hoǁ the ƌeadeƌ of Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk Đould Ŷot ďe spaƌed the 
difficulty of coming to terms with new meanings of words. Engels puts forward the 
argument that developments in understanding lead to developments in word meaning. 
These new meanings are unavoidable because they are intrinsic to the entire project of 
Maƌǆ͛s work. Engels asks the reader to grapple with the way in which certain terms are 
used iŶ ͚a seŶse diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ ǁhat theǇ haǀe, Ŷot oŶlǇ iŶ ĐoŵŵoŶ life ďut iŶ oƌdiŶaƌǇ 
politiĐal eĐoŶoŵǇ͛ ;EŶgels, 1886/1990, p.ϭϭϭͿ. EŶgels eǆplaiŶs hoǁ ͚eǀeƌǇ Ŷeǁ aspeĐt of 
a sĐieŶĐe͛ ŵust iŶǀolǀe a ƌeǀolutioŶ iŶ the ǀoĐaďulaƌǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh it is ĐouĐhed. That EŶgels 
and Marx were aware of how the sense of some key words would be altered by their 
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work attests to what they both, but especially Marx, saw as the originality of their work. 
In the case of the three ideas selected here as a basis for using Marxism in life story work 
the keǇ ǁoƌds also take oŶ ŵeaŶiŶgs soŵeǁhat diffeƌeŶt to those iŶ ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ usage. 
This is defiŶitelǇ the Đase ǁith the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ uŶdeƌstaŶds ͚iŶdiǀiduals͛. 
The ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ iŶ Maƌǆ is a thoƌoughlǇ soĐial ĐoŶĐept aŶd is Ŷot iŶtelligiďle iŶ the seŶse 
of the single person living a life in isolation from their society. Marx ridiculed the idea of 
the individual as a discrete single person referring to such ideas as ͚‘oďiŶsoŶades͛ 
(Marx,1858/ 1993, p.83 and 1859/1970 p. 188) in a mocking reference to Robinson 
Crusoe who created what was supposed to be a capitalist economy on an island on his 
own. The dismissal of such Robinsonades was important enough for Marx to make it a 
ĐeŶtƌal aƌguŵeŶt at the opeŶiŶg of ǁhat ǁeƌe his pƌepaƌatoƌǇ Ŷotes foƌ ͚Capital͛: 
Individuals producing in society – hence socially determined individual 
production – is, of course, the point of departure. The individual and 
isolated hunter and fisherman, with whom Smith and Ricardo begin, 
belongs among the unimaginative conceits of the eighteenth-century 
Robinsonades...  (Marx, 1858/1993, p.83) 
Faƌ fƌoŵ igŶoƌiŶg ͚iŶdiǀiduals͛ iŶ his aŶalǇsis Maƌǆ posits theŵ ͚pƌoduĐiŶg iŶ soĐietǇ͛ as 
his starting point. Later in discussions on class and alienation it will be seen that the 
relationship of individual to the social is of paramount concern to Marx.  
 
The abstract and the concrete  
The ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ aŶd the ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ aƌe teƌŵs eŵploǇed iŶ Maƌǆist analysis which cannot 
be understood at all if by abstract we mean something which exists only in thought and 
by concrete something which has only a material, real existence.  For the moment it will 
haǀe to suffiĐe to saǇ that foƌ Maƌǆ the ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ is pƌetty much how things are in the 
real world; always existing in interrelationships and concatenations with other things. 
The ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ ĐaŶ ďe uŶdeƌstood as ƌefeƌƌiŶg to eleŵeŶts eǆtƌiĐated fƌoŵ the ĐoŶĐƌete.  
Marx made the following remarks which reveal something of how he viewed abstraction 
when he discussed the money form of value: 
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... the human mind has sought in vain for more than 2000 years to get to the 
bottom of it ... Why? Because the complete body is easier to study than its 
cells. Moreover in the analysis of economic forms neither microscopes nor 
chemical reagents are of assistance. The power of abstraction must replace 
both. (Marx, 1867, p. 90) 
What Marx meant by the power of abstraction is also important in relation to 
the disĐussioŶs of Goethe͛s sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵethod. IŶ his ǁƌitiŶgs oŶ sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵethod 
Goethe advocated the study of individual cases as the way to understand the 
more general. AbstraĐtioŶ oĐĐupies a ďƌoadlǇ siŵilaƌ plaĐe iŶ Maƌǆ͛s ŵethod 
whereby a particular aspect of something more complex is studied with a view 
to determining how this aspect exists within a wider context.   
Alienation 
The third idea taken from Marx which will be used in connection with life story work is 
͚alieŶatioŶ͛. AlieŶatioŶ is oŶe of the feǁ teƌŵs used ďǇ Maƌǆ ǁhiĐh has passed iŶto 
general usage (Sayers, 1998, p.39) though in Marx it does not have quite  the same 
connotations of ennui or disaffection present iŶ ĐoŵŵoŶ usage.  Foƌ Maƌǆ ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ is 
above all a term used in connection with ideas about how it is that the majority of 
Humankind see the societies in which they live and their relations to each other and to 
work not as human creations but as something independent and exercising power over 
them. In short humans are alienated from the world in which they live. Ennui and 
disaffection might be seen as results of this alienation rather than something at its core. 
Three outstanding works of scholarship on Maƌǆ͛s idea of alieŶatioŶ aǀailaďle iŶ EŶglish 
by Bertell Ollman (1970) Istvan Mészáros (1970), and Sean Sayers (2011), each written 
with insight have been important in preparing the present text. These works have not 
only been valuable sources but they have also provided a great deal of inspiration. The 
ǁƌiteƌs haǀe all appƌoaĐhed ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ ǁith a ǀieǁ to ŵakiŶg it uŶdeƌstaŶdaďle. Foƌ 
soŵe ƌeasoŶ the ĐoŶĐept of ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ has attƌaĐted the atteŶtioŶ of faƌ too ŵaŶǇ 
Marxists whose writing was often impenetrable.  
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Marǆisŵ aŶd ͚particular liǀes͛ 
IŶ ͚The Auto/ďiogƌaphiĐal I͛ Liz “taŶleǇ disĐusses the ŵodeƌŶ oƌigiŶs of life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk iŶ 
soĐial sĐieŶĐe. “taŶleǇ dƌaǁs atteŶtioŶ to ǁhat she saǇs ǁeƌe ͚tǁo pƌiŶĐiples͛ of the 
biographical approach which characterised it from its emergence in the early 1980s: 
The first was a rejection of psychologically-ƌeduĐtioŶist aĐĐouŶts of ͚the 
iŶdiǀidual͛, iŶstead iŶsistiŶg that iŶdiǀidual people aƌe soĐial aŶd Đultuƌal 
products through and through. The second was the recognition that if 
structural analyses do not work at the level of particular lives then they do 
not work at all. (Stanley, 1992, p.5)   
To ďe iŶ keepiŶg ǁith the ͚pƌiŶĐiples͛ of ďiogƌaphiĐal ǁoƌk as stated heƌe ƌeƋuiƌes that 
the three Marxist propositions of ͚the iŶdiǀidual͛, ͚the aďstƌaĐt aŶd the ĐoŶĐƌete͛ aŶd 
͚alieŶatioŶ͛ Ŷeed to ďe appliĐaďle iŶ a foƌŵ ĐoŶsoŶaŶt ǁith “taŶleǇ͛s ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶt that 
͚stƌuĐtuƌal͛ aŶalǇsis ǁoƌks at the leǀel of iŶdiǀidual liǀes. IŶ the pƌeseŶt disĐussioŶ the 
ǁoƌd ͚stƌuĐtuƌal͛ is used in what is possibly a slightly different sense to that which 
“taŶleǇ had iŶ ŵiŶd. It is Ƌuite possiďle that “taŶleǇ is ĐoŶsideƌiŶg ͚stƌuĐtuƌalisŵ͛ as a 
designation of a certain view of history, or sociology. Here the word is used in the 
related, but slightly more open sense which Raymond Williams employed it. For Williams 
͚stƌuĐtuƌal͛ had a keǇ ĐoŶŶotatioŶ as desĐƌiďiŶg ͚the ŵutual ƌelatioŶ of ĐoŶstitueŶt paƌts 
oƌ eleŵeŶts of a ǁhole as defiŶiŶg its paƌtiĐulaƌ Ŷatuƌe͛ ;ϭϵϴϯ, p.301) What is important 
here is that in the context of life story work it is imperative that structural analysis 
captures the mutual relations between lives as lived and a wider social, cultural, and 
historic analysis. 
Below it will be argued that a Marxist approach to life story work can be successful in 
ŵeetiŶg ďoth of Liz “taŶleǇ͛s ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts. FiƌstlǇ it ŵust ƌejeĐt ƌeduĐtioŶist aĐĐouŶts, 
ǁhetheƌ stƌuĐtuƌal oƌ ͚ageŶtiĐ͛, of the iŶdiǀidual.  “eĐoŶdlǇ a Maƌǆist appƌoaĐh to life 
story must show itself to be a viable way in which to aŶalǇse hoǁ the ͚stƌuĐtuƌal͛ ǁoƌks 
at the leǀel of ͚paƌtiĐulaƌ liǀes͛. Maƌǆist aŶalǇsis ĐaŶ ǁoƌk eǆtƌeŵelǇ ǁell ďut oŶlǇ if 
approached with sensitivity and creativity. Above all when working within a Marxist 
tradition this creativity is centred around the ways in which Marxism can be used as a 
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way of taking some raw data from the life stories and giving it a particular type of 
meaning.  
A Marxist approach to life story work must proceed from the stories and explain them. It 
would be quite wrong to approach the story with an array of mechanically conceived 
͚Maƌǆist͛ Đategoƌies aŶd theŶ pƌoĐeed to fit the stoƌǇ iŶto the pƌejudged aŶd 
prearranged terms of such categories.   It should be noted here that in this use of 
͚eǆplaiŶ͛ ǁe aƌe eŶteƌiŶg iŶto the ďusiŶess of attributing certain meanings and not 
others to these stories. This is not to down play theory but to put it in its correct place of 
explaining and shaping the appreciation of reality.  Theory as Goethe pointed out is no 
substitute for a genuine engageŵeŶt ǁith ƌealitǇ. IŶ ͚Faust͛ Goethe has Mephistopheles 
tell us that ͚MǇ fƌieŶd, all theoƌǇ is gƌeǇ, aŶd gƌeeŶ the goldeŶ tƌee of life͛.  AŶ appƌoaĐh 
to theory which conceives of it as being derived from life and not preceding it is 
characteristic of many of the thinkers whose ideas have been used in this project. Not 
only was Marx interested in the work of Goethe but later Lev Vygotsky and, most 
importantly for life story work, A.R. Luria were impressed by the way in which Goethe 
sought what we might describe as a holistic approach to science. In the case of Luria this 
actually contributed to his decision to use what are in effect life stories to present 
pioneering work in neuroscience and psychology. 
A disĐussioŶ of soŵe of the diffiĐulties ǁith usiŶg the teƌŵ ͚Maƌǆist͛ has so faƌ ďeeŶ 
avoided, but they are real.  It would be possible to feign innocence and simply say that 
Marxism is the intellectual and practical content of the writings of Karl Marx and at a 
certain level of thinking this is entirely correct but this statement is really no more than a 
truism and will not get us very far. This is where the creativity mentioned above must 
play an important part. To combine a Marxist methodology with life story work requires 
Ŷot the ŵeĐhaŶiĐal appliĐatioŶ of a feǁ ƋuotatioŶs takeŶ fƌoŵ Maƌǆ aŶd theŶ ͚applied͛ 
to a paƌtiĐulaƌ set of ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes. To desĐƌiďe soŵeoŶe as a ͚Đapitalist͛ a ͚pƌoletaƌiaŶ͛ 
eǀeŶ a ͚teaĐheƌ͛ tells us ŶothiŶg. What is iŵpoƌtaŶt is to investigate and disclose what 
such a term might mean, to present it in its full social and cultural context. To adopt a 
Marxist approach to life story work is to try to show how the understanding of some 
particular lives can be informed by thought and insights from the Marxist tradition. It 
must go well beyond the attachment of readymade and poorly understood labels. The 
great promise of life story work for Marxism is that by proceeding from real lives the 
͚laďels͛ ŵight ďe giǀeŶ ĐoŶteŶt aŶeǁ.   
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If ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛ does Ŷot go ďeǇoŶd the ŵeƌe pƌoĐess of laďelliŶg it ĐaŶ ďe Ŷo ŵoƌe thaŶ a 
set of lifeless maxims. Any approach to the problem of how to relate Marxism to life 
stoƌǇ ƌeseaƌĐh ǁhiĐh is liŵited to a ŵeĐhaŶiĐal eǆegesis of Maƌǆ͛s teǆts ǁill pƌoduĐe 
nothing Đapaďle of ͚asĐeŶdiŶg to the ĐoŶĐƌete͛, ŶothiŶg that ĐaŶ ďe pƌaĐtiĐallǇ used, 
nothing possessing meaning.   
Nothing becomes true because Marx or those working in the tradition which he 
originated say that it is true. The truth of Marxism (and indeed any other world outlook) 
rests fundamentally in its capacity to describe and analyse that which exists. Conversely 
the movement from that which exists towards theory breathes life into what might 
otherwise be a rather desiccated scholasticism. Again we might listen to the counsel of 
the devil talking to Faust  ͚MǇ fƌieŶd, all theoƌǇ is gƌeǇ, aŶd gƌeeŶ the goldeŶ tƌee of life͛. 
“oŵetiŵes atteŵpts to Đƌeate ͚Maƌǆist͛ sĐholaƌship haǀe ƌested oŶ the gatheƌiŶg 
together of quotations in an almost scriptural manner. This is related to what Raymond 
Williaŵs ǁƌitiŶg iŶ ϭϵϳϲ Đalled ͚legitiŵatiŶg theoƌǇ͛ ;p.ϴϰͿ. IŶ the ĐoŶteǆt iŶ ǁhiĐh 
Williams was writing he was referring to different claims being made by political factions 
to being the only truly authentic Marxists. The saŵe teƌŵ, ͚legitiŵatiŶg͛, ŵight ďe 
applied to the atteŵpts ďǇ soŵe aĐadeŵiĐs to ŵake theiƌ aŶalǇses ͚Maƌǆist͛ thƌough the 
insertion of quotations from Marx.   Through a strange symmetry it is also possible to 
find a parallel process at work in the writings of some who attempt to ͚delegitiŵize͛ 
Marxism.  In these cases that which is opposed is rendered absurd through the use of 
quotations which are often poorly understood and taken out of context.  
It is interesting to view how creative Marxists approach the development of their 
studies. Here two instances, both highly relevant to life story work, will be considered. 
The first is Lev Vygotsky and the second is E.P. Thompson. These two will be looked at 
very briefly as illustrations of the way in which Marxism can inform systematic 
(scientific?) principled academic enquiry. Both Vygotsky and Thompson have exercised 
an important influence over the writing of this thesis especially over the methodology 
which has been employed.  It is in my opinion particularly important that they both 
sought to ǁoƌk ǁithiŶ a Maƌǆist tƌaditioŶ ǁhiĐh plaĐed gƌeat eŵphasis oŶ ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛. As 
has already been said from the point of view of the researcher life story work is 
essentially about the problem of meaning in the stories told.  
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Vygotsky and Marxist method 
In his attempt to create a Marxist psychology in the second and third decades of the last 
ĐeŶtuƌǇ VǇgotskǇ Đaŵe up agaiŶst soŵe paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ daŶgeƌous foƌŵ of ͚legitiŵatiŶg͛ 
theory. With the ascendancy of Stalinism in the Communist Party of the Soviet Union the 
͚offiĐial͛ Maƌǆist ĐuƌƌeŶts ďeĐaŵe iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ ŵeĐhaŶiĐal aŶd dogŵatiĐ. IŶ psǇĐhologǇ 
official Marxism centred on attempts to create a ͚sĐieŶĐe͛ based on exegesis from a few 
quotations gleaned from the works of Marx and Engels.   Vygotsky was dismissive of this 
sĐƌiptuƌal heƌŵeŶeutiĐ appƌoaĐh to Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk. IŶ his effoƌts to deǀelop ǁhat he saǁ 
as a psychological science genuinely consonant with Marxism, Vygotsky rejected any 
idea of making a patchwork by bringing together quotations, which whilst accurate and 
insightful enough in their own right were never intended to be the basis of a new branch 
of scientific enquiry. Vygotsky argued that such an approach could never create a viable 
basis for a scientific study of the mind.  
VǇgotskǇ͛s positioŶ ǁas paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŶteƌestiŶg as he aĐtuallǇ paid a gƌeat deal of 
attention to quotations from Marx which might be directly relevant to a psychological 
understanding. He saw these comments as profoundly insightful and they often 
provided a starting point for his own enquiry. Vygotsky nevertheless rejected the idea 
that these sĐatteƌed ƌeŵaƌks iŶ Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk Đould ďe takeŶ oŶ theiƌ oǁŶ as aŶ adeƋuate 
foundation from which to begin a systematic study of psychology. Instead Vygotsky 
argued that it ǁas ŶeĐessaƌǇ to ͚Đƌeate oŶe͛s oǁŶ Capital͛. It is ǁoƌth ƋuotiŶg VǇgotskǇ 
on this point:  
I doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to disĐoǀeƌ the Ŷatuƌe of ŵiŶd ďǇ patĐhiŶg togetheƌ a lot of 
quotations, I want to find out how science has to be built, to approach 
the studǇ of ŵiŶd haǀiŶg leaƌŶed the ǁhole of Maƌǆ͛s method... In order 
to create such an enabling theory-method in the generally accepted 
scientific manner, it is necessary to discover the essence of the given area 
of phenomena, the laws according to which they change, their qualitative 
and quantitative characteristics, their causes. It is necessary to formulate 
the categories and concepts that are specifically relevant to them – in 
otheƌ ǁoƌds to Đƌeate oŶe͛s oǁŶ Capital.  ;VǇgotskǇ, unpublished 
notebooks quoted in Cole and Scribner, 1978, p.8) 
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Whilst not forgetting that the above comments are from unpublished notebooks and 
might not have been intended for publication it is interesting to consider some of their 
iŵpliĐatioŶs. FiƌstlǇ VǇgotskǇ sees Maƌǆ͛s ǁƌitiŶgs as ĐoŶstitutiŶg aŶ ͚eŶaďliŶg theoƌǇ-
ŵethod͛. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds it is Maƌǆ͛s ŵethod ǁhiĐh eŶaďles sĐieŶtifiĐ studǇ aŶd Ŷot the 
application of quotations from Marx. Vygotsky points out that it is primarily through the 
use of the method that he plans to proceed aŶd Maƌǆ͛s teǆts aƌe useful fiƌst aŶd 
foremost as a way of learning about and understanding that method. It is this type of 
appƌoaĐh to Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk ǁhiĐh I hope is ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐ of the ǀieǁ ǁith ǁhiĐh this 
pƌeseŶt life histoƌǇ pƌojeĐt is iŵďued. Maƌǆ͛s ǁork undoubtedly contains many 
memorable and profound quotes but the real value of his work comes from and is 
attributable to the method of thought which it embodies.   
It should ďe Ŷoted that iŶ the aďoǀe ƋuotatioŶ VǇgotskǇ plaĐes the ͚Ƌualitatiǀe͛ 
dimensioŶ of eŶƋuiƌǇ ahead of the ͚ƋuaŶtitatiǀe͛. This is eŶtiƌelǇ iŶ keepiŶg ǁith the 
general direction of his thinking and is particularly noteworthy in the context in which he 
worked. Vygotsky was often in opposition to the founding fathers of the psychology of 
͚ƌefleǆes͛, IǀaŶ Paǀloǀ aŶd Vladiŵiƌ Bekhteƌeǀ.  The ŵajoƌitǇ of “oǀiet psǇĐhologists iŶ 
oŶe ǁaǇ oƌ aŶotheƌ ǁeƌe iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ the psǇĐhologǇ of ͚ƌefleǆes͛ iŶ a ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh 
Vygotsky and those closest to him eschewed. The dominance of the psychology of 
͚ƌefleǆes͛ Đould ďe iŶ paƌt attƌiďuted ďǇ its appaƌeŶtlǇ ŵateƌialist ďasis, this ŵeaŶt that it 
ǁas seeŶ as ďeiŶg Đlosest to oƌthodoǆ ͚dialeĐtiĐal ŵateƌialist͛ philosophiĐal positioŶs. IŶ 
the Soviet Union especially after the rise of the philosopher Mark Borisovitch Mitin 
whose work became the accepted, or better said, inescapable orthodoxy (Bakhurst, 
1991, chapter 2, and pp. 92-99). For the latter part of his life Vygotsky worked in a 
climate in which it was dangerous to be seen to question the, officially sponsored and 
eŶfoƌĐed, ŵeĐhaŶiĐal ǀeƌsioŶ of ͚dialeĐtiĐal ŵateƌialisŵ͛. VǇgotskǇ aŶd those iŶ his ĐiƌĐle 
whose approach to psǇĐhologǇ ǁas ŵateƌialist aŶd dialeĐtiĐal iŶ the tƌaditioŶ of Maƌǆ͛s 
own work therefore found themselves in some danger.  
Later we will return to the work of Vygotsky (and that of his close colleague Alexander 
Luria) but before continuing with the discussion of Marxism and life story work a note 
should ďe ŵade of the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe to VǇgotskǇ of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛. IŶ VǇgotskǇ͛s ϭϵϯϰ essaǇ 
͚Thought aŶd LaŶguage͛ ;ϭϵϯϰ/ϭϵϲϮ, p.ϱͿ ǀital iŵpoƌtaŶĐe is plaĐed upoŶ ͚ǁoƌd 
ŵeaŶiŶg͛ as ďeiŶg a fuŶdaŵeŶtal uŶit of a futuƌe psychological science.  If a word, either 
as sound or in its written form depends for its existence on the communication of 
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meaning then it is this qualitative aspect of the word which is its most important 
dimension: 
A word without meaning is an empty sound, no longer a part of human 
speech. Since word meaning is both thought and speech, we find in it the 
unit of verbal thought we are looking for. Clearly, then, the method to 
follow in our exploration of the nature of verbal thought is semantic 
analysis ... (p.5)  
This very important statement is not generally given the prominence that it 
ǁould seeŵ to ŵeƌit. VǇgotskǇ is ĐalliŶg foƌ ͚seŵaŶtiĐ aŶalǇses͛ oƌ the 
exploration of meaning to be a central part of psychological science. It is also 
interesting to consideƌ the idea that life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk is also a tǇpe of ͚seŵaŶtiĐ 
aŶalǇsis͛ iŶ ǁhiĐh the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ eǆploƌes ŵeaŶiŶg iŶ the life stoƌies ǁhiĐh aƌe 
collected.  As such life story work takes us very close to part of what Vygotsky 
understood to be psychology. It was exactly this aspect of psychological work 
ǁhiĐh VǇgotskǇ͛s Đollaďoƌatoƌ aŶd Đolleague A.‘. Luƌia ǁas lateƌ to deǀelop iŶ his 
own work on life stories.  
 
E.P Thompson, Marxism, Historical Logic and Meaning 
The British historian E. P. Thompson is today well known for a series of historical 
studies, the ŵost Đeleďƌated of ǁhiĐh is the ͚The MakiŶg of the EŶglish WoƌkiŶg 
Class͛ ;ϭϵϲϯͿ. These studies pƌeseŶt a ǀieǁ of histoƌǇ ǁhiĐh ThoŵpsoŶ ǁas happǇ 
to Đall ͚HistoƌǇ fƌoŵ Beloǁ͛ ;ϮϬϬϭ, pp. 481-490). Writing after his death the 
historian Dorothy Thompson said of her husband: 
He always acknowledged the debt that he and the historical profession in 
general owed to Marx, but he increasingly hesitated to call himself a 
Marxist. He preferred to say that he wrote within a Marxist tradition. 
(Thompson, D. 2001, p.x) 
In hesitating to call himself a Marxist it is reasonable to assume that E.P. 
Thompson was primarily worried about some of the company he might be seen 
to ďe keepiŶg ďeĐause his ǁoƌk ͚The PoǀeƌtǇ of TheoƌǇ͛ ;ϭϵϵϱͿ is Ŷot oŶlǇ aŶ 
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inspired defence of Marxism it is also a devastating critique of Louis Althusser 
the intellectual forerunner of so many of the, especially, French philosophers and 
writers, who through a strange process of rejection and continuation of his 
thought, ǁeƌe to ďeĐoŵe ǁell kŶoǁŶ as ͚post ŵodeƌŶists͛ ;GuttiŶg ϮϬϭϭͿ.  
That the critique of Althusser was also aimed at some of the emerging post-
ŵodeƌŶist thiŶkeƌs is stated Ƌuite opeŶlǇ iŶ ͚The PoǀeƌtǇ of TheoƌǇ͛ ;p.ϯ aŶd pp. 
27-28) where ThompsoŶ attaĐks aŶd eluĐidates the ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of ͚ƌelatiǀisŵ͛. 
Although it is Ŷot his pƌiŵaƌǇ iŶteŶtioŶ iŶ ͚The PoǀeƌtǇ of TheoƌǇ͛ it is iŵpoƌtaŶt 
heƌe to Ŷote hoǁ ThoŵpsoŶ as a histoƌiaŶ ǁƌitiŶg iŶ a ͚Maƌǆist tƌaditioŶ͛ at 
several points indicates how his vieǁpoiŶt assuŵes aŶ ͚ethiĐal͛ aŶd theƌefoƌe 
huŵaŶist ǀieǁpoiŶt ǁhiĐh is also ĐoŶŶeĐted to the idea of ͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ iŶ the studǇ 
of history. This point will be taken up later and developed further in the context 
of ǁhat ǁill ďe aƌgued to ďe ͚the ŶeĐessitǇ of huŵaŶisŵ͛ ďut foƌ the ŵoŵeŶt all 
that is required is to say something about the value Thompson attached to 
͚ŵeaŶiŶg͛ as a faĐtoƌ iŶ ǁƌitiŶg histoƌǇ.  
Thompson argued that the writing of history must always be based on what can 
ďe ĐoŶsideƌed to ďe ͚oďjeĐtiǀe͛ eǀideŶĐe ďut that it ǁas esseŶtial to go ďeǇoŶd 
this: 
When we speak of the intelligibility of history, we may mean the 
understanding of the rationality (of causation, etc.) of historical process: 
this is an objective knowledge, disclosed in a dialogue with determinate 
evidence. But we may also imply the significance of that past, its meaning 
to us; this is an evaluative and subjective judgement, and to such 
interrogatives the evidence can supply no answers. This does not entail 
the conclusion that any such exercise is improper. ... provided we are 
Đleaƌ that this ƌests Ŷot upoŶ sĐieŶtifiĐ pƌoĐeduƌes, ďut upoŶ a ͚ĐhoiĐe of 
ǀalues.͛ ;ThoŵpsoŶ, 1978. p.55) 
It ŵight ďe possiďle to ƋuestioŶ ǁhetheƌ oƌ Ŷot ThoŵpsoŶ͛s diǀisioŶ of the 
objective and the subjective is overly definite. But this must not obscure the 
polemical point he is making. What Thompson goes on to argue is that the 
attribution of meaning to history is an essential part of writing about the past in 
a form that renders it intelligible, we might even say meaningful. Thompson 
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ŵakes a Ŷuŵďeƌ of poiŶts aďout ǁhǇ ͚the attƌiďutioŶ of ŵeaŶiŶg͛ is Ŷot a 
ĐoŶseƋueŶĐe of the histoƌiaŶ͛s falliďilitǇ Ŷoƌ a ŵatter of regret but is an 
important aspect of historical work especially when considering what might be 
called the role of subjective forces in history: 
this is only a special case of a more general question. Only we, who are 
now living, can give a meaning to the past. But that past has always been 
among other things, the result of an argument about values. (1978, pp. 
56-57)  
The importance of values in the past was important to Thompson, and in his 
opinion to all of us, he argues that such values play a part in our own formation 
aŶd the uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ouƌ oǁŶ histoƌǇ. ͚VotiŶg͛ foƌ oŶe side oƌ aŶotheƌ iŶ 
history is important because it makes history meaningful, and it can be 
suggested that it humanises history. 
Our vote will change nothing. And yet, in another sense, it may change 
everything. For we are saying that these values, and not those other 
values, are the ones which make this history meaningful to us, and that 
these are the values which we intend to enlarge and sustain in our own 
present. (page 57) 
This principle is as applicable to life story work as it is to historical studies. 
ThoŵpsoŶ ǁas ŵotiǀated to ǁƌite these liŶes iŶ ƌespoŶse to Althusseƌ͛s 
ƌejeĐtioŶ of eŵpiƌiĐal histoƌiĐal studies as ďeiŶg ͚ideologiĐal͛ aŶd Ŷot ͚TheoƌǇ͛ 
(Althusser, 1969, p.1ϲϮͿ, ďut iŶ his asseƌtioŶ of the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚ǀalues͛ 
Thompson is also, at least implicitly, supporting a humanist approach to history.  
 
Marxism, Post –Marxism and the individual 
Sometimes in life story and other closely related areas of research work discussions arise 
over what are sometimes seen as the conflicting roles of agency and structure. These 
disĐussioŶs ŵiƌƌoƌ those of a paƌallel deďate iŶ soĐiologǇ.  OŶ the ͚stƌuĐtuƌe͛ side is the 
argument that human beings are products of their environment and the social structures 
ǁithiŶ ǁhiĐh theǇ ĐoŶduĐt theiƌ liǀes oƌ iŶ ǁhiĐh theiƌ liǀes aƌe ͚iŶsĐƌiďed͛. OŶ the otheƌ 
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side is the idea of ͚ageŶĐǇ͛, ďased oŶ the idea that huŵaŶs liǀiŶg iŶ ǁhat ŵight ďe Đalled 
͚ŵodeƌŶ͛ soĐieties ŵake theiƌ oǁŶ ĐhoiĐes, lead their own lives and shape their world in 
accordance with those ideas.  Most contemporary viewpoints in the wider social science 
seek in some way in which to accommodate and combine the two views. In terms of 
considering Marxism and Life story work the debate is important because ideas of 
͚ageŶĐǇ͛ aƌe ĐloselǇ liŶked to those of ͚iŶdiǀidualitǇ͛ aŶd iŶ oŶe ǁaǇ oƌ aŶotheƌ oŶe of 
the ƌeasoŶs ǁhǇ ŵaŶǇ people ǁho ďelieǀe that Maƌǆisŵ is ͚outdated͛ oƌ of Ŷo ƌeal use is 
a tool of analysis is because it fails to deal ǁith the ͚iŶdiǀidual͛. 
The debate is an interesting one and the particular approach taken by Marxism is 
outliŶed ďeloǁ. Befoƌe pƌeseŶtiŶg soŵethiŶg of Maƌǆ͛s eǆteŶsiǀe ǁƌitiŶg oŶ this poiŶt it 
is necessary to say something about what is said and written aďout Maƌǆ͛s appƌoaĐh to 
the agency structure problem.  
The arguments drawn below are very important as the post-Marxist line of reasoning 
they present are still dominant today.  There is a fairly strongly established intellectual 
consensus not only within social science but in the wider political left that Marxism has 
been demonstrated to have very significant shortcomings as a world outlook, a point 
which is returned to later in this chapter.  
About a quarter of a century ago in Britain a significant number of left- wing intellectuals 
who were defined, indeed they often defined themselves, as post-Marxist (Steadman-
Jones, 1983; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Hall and Jacques, 1989) developed far reaching 
criticisms of Marxism. The journal of the Communist Party which, with ever growing 
irony, which was Ŷaŵed ͚Maƌǆisŵ TodaǇ͛, became an important platform for many of 
these post-Marxist views. The post-Marxist trend was somewhat wider and more 
Đoŵpleǆ thaŶ ǁhat ǁas ƌepƌeseŶted iŶ the jouƌŶal ďut ͚Maƌǆisŵ TodaǇ͛ eǆeƌĐised an 
important symbolic and organising role for the most important figures within the post-
Marxist left. This influence could be attributed in large part to the remarkable; some 
would say inexplicable, support it received in the wider media which, then as now, 
characteristically displayed an atavistically hostile attitude towards what were 
ƌeĐogŶisaďlǇ left ǁiŶg ideas ďut Đould ďe Ƌuite iŶdulgeŶt toǁaƌds ͚post Maƌǆisŵ͛. The 
peculiar history of many of the post-Marxist intellectuals, many of whom had been 
significant figures within the Marxist left, led to their opposition to Marxism being 
particularly fierce.  
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One of the key criticisms of Marxism made by post-Marxist critics was closely related to 
the agency and structure debate. Marx and Marxism were accused of believing in a type 
of structural or technological determinism. Stuart Hall, for many years a leading British 
aĐadeŵiĐ soĐiologist aŶd ĐhaŵpioŶ of ͚post-Maƌǆisŵ͛, edited aŶd ĐoŶtƌiďuted to a 
ĐolleĐtioŶ of essaǇs eŶtitled ͚Neǁ Tiŵes͛ ;Hall aŶd JaĐƋues, 1989).In this collection Hall 
wrote that : 
Classical marxism depeŶded oŶ aŶ assuŵed ĐoƌƌespoŶdeŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ ͚ the 
eĐoŶoŵiĐ͛ aŶd ͚the politiĐal͛: oŶe Đould ƌead off politiĐal attitudes aŶd 
objective social interests and motivations from economic class position. 
For a long time these correspondences held the theoretical analyses and 
perspectives of the Left in place. However any simple correspondence 
ďetǁeeŶ ͚the politiĐal͛ aŶd ͚the eĐoŶoŵiĐ͛ has Ŷoǁ disiŶtegƌated – 
practically and theoretically. This has had the effect of throwing the 
language of politics more over to the cultural side of the equation (Hall 
1989, p.121) 
Those around Marxism Today were certainly enthusiastic in their rejection of Marxism 
aŶd the eŵďƌaĐiŶg of ͚Neǁ Tiŵes͛. The eǆuďeƌaŶt headiŶess of this passage fƌoŵ “tuaƌt 
Hall probably explains three of its important features all of which are uncharacteristic of 
his writing. Firstly it is starker in its intentions than most statements of post-Marxist 
argument. Hall himself was at most times brilliant at conducting polemics with studied 
equivocality, a characteristic noted by both Ellen Meiksins Wood (1986, p. 2-3) and Terry 
Eagleton (1996).  Secondly, it contains elements which are starkly, and indeed clumsily, 
contradictory.  In this quote Hall seems to be saying both that in the past there was a 
correspondence between the economic and the political, and simultaneously that there 
was only an assumption of such. Thirdly it sets out several important facets of the 
misrepresentation of Marxism which emerged with post-Marxism and which continues 
to exercise an important influence today. It will also be noticed that it implies that 
͚ĐlassiĐal Maƌǆisŵ͛ leaǀes pƌaĐtiĐallǇ Ŷo ƌooŵ foƌ ageŶĐǇ iŶ that it supposedlǇ holds that 
͚the politiĐal͛, ͚politiĐal attitudes aŶd oďjeĐtiǀe soĐial iŶteƌests aŶd ŵotiǀatioŶs͛ Đould be 
͚ƌead off͛ fƌoŵ ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ Đlass positioŶ͛. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds ǁe aƌe told that ĐlassiĐal 
Maƌǆisŵ assuŵed that people͛s ͚politiĐal attitudes ... oďjeĐtiǀe soĐial iŶteƌests aŶd 
ŵotiǀatioŶs͛ Đould ďe ƌead off fƌoŵ theiƌ eĐoŶoŵiĐ positioŶ. This ǁould ĐoŶstitute a 
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ǀeƌǇ Đƌude foƌŵ of iŶsĐƌiptioŶ.  We aƌe told that the ͚siŵple ĐoƌƌespoŶdeŶĐe͛ ǁhiĐh ǁas 
assuŵed ;oƌ ŶotͿ has Ŷoǁ ͚disiŶtegƌated-pƌaĐtiĐallǇ aŶd theoƌetiĐallǇ͛. 
WithiŶ ͚ĐlassiĐal Maƌǆisŵ͛, ǁhiĐh ŵust ŵeaŶ Maƌǆ͛s ǁƌitiŶgs, It ǁas Ŷeǀeƌ assuŵed that 
there was a direct correspondence, nor anything like it, between the economic and the 
politiĐal let aloŶe a ĐoƌƌespoŶdeŶĐe iŶ ǁhiĐh politiĐal attitudes etĐ. Đould ďe ͚ƌead off͛ 
fƌoŵ the eĐoŶoŵiĐ. Maƌǆ͛s ǁƌitiŶgs oŶ this ŵake his positioŶ Đleaƌ aŶd it is haƌd to 
uŶdeƌstaŶd hoǁ “tuaƌt Hall Đould haǀe ďeeŶ uŶaǁaƌe of the ŵaŶǇ eǆaŵples iŶ Maƌǆ͛s 
work in which a worldview entirely opposite to what he claims to be his position is set 
out. Thƌoughout Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk ǁhetheƌ it ďe as a ǇouŶg ŵaŶ ǁƌitiŶg aďout the thefts of 
wood from the forests in the Rhine provinces, to very late in his life when he is writing 
about the unpredictability of the future in Russia he is in a very real way looking into 
social and cultural phenomena and the complexity of their relationship with what he 
ŵight haǀe ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚the ŵode of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛. AĐƌoss his ǁoƌk Maƌǆ ƌejeĐted ideas 
of siŵplǇ ͚ƌeadiŶg off͛ fƌoŵ the eĐoŶoŵiĐ; iŶdeed had he ďelieǀed that suĐh a thiŶg ǁas 
possible his work would have been largely unnecessary, as he himself remarked ͚all 
science would be superfluous if the outward appearance and the essence of things 
diƌeĐtlǇ ĐoiŶĐided͛ ;Maƌǆ, 1887/1991, p. 956). If Marx had believed that there was a 
͚siŵple ĐoƌƌespoŶdeŶĐe͛ ďetǁeeŶ ͚the eĐoŶoŵiĐ͛ aŶd ͚the politiĐal͛ ŵuĐh of his oǁŶ 
work would have been superfluous; it would only have been necessary to analyse 
economics as the political could simply have been read off from such an analysis. This 
ǁould also applǇ to Maƌǆ͛s thiŶkiŶg oŶ the ƌelatioŶships ǁhiĐh iŶ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ teƌŵs 
aƌe posed as the ͚ageŶĐǇ͛ ǀeƌsus ͚stƌuĐtuƌe͛ deďate.  
The above comments should not be taken as a denial of the existence of Marxist 
dogmatism. Hall goes beyond the rejection of dogmatism arguing that all that is vital in 
Maƌǆisŵ has ͚disiŶtegƌated – pƌaĐtiĐallǇ aŶd theoƌetiĐallǇ͛. 
Among those engaged in life story work there is sometimes a disdain for Marxism.  It is 
not unusual to hear people talk aďout Maƌǆisŵ, oƌ ƌelated ideas suĐh as ͚Đlass͛ as ďeiŶg 
limiting or reductionist. The presentation of Marxism in a dogmatic manner and 
intolerance towards alternative viewpoints among some Marxists has undoubtedly 
played a part in creating this disdain.  
Reasons for rejecting Marxism are often grounded in a misapprehension of what 
Marxism is, this is sometimes due to an unscholarly acceptance of what is said about 
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Marx and Marxists in the place of an engagement with original sources.  To keep with 
the above line of thinking I would argue that it is above all the influence of the post-
Marxists which prevents many people looking for alternatives to the ideas dominant in 
our society (and most people working with life stories would accept being so described) 
from seeing Marxism as a valuable resource.   This is particularly sad when it comes to 
life story work as Marx was above all someone who believed that the purpose of his 
scholarship was to develop an understanding of human history. When once asked for his 
faǀouƌite ŵaǆiŵ Maƌǆ aŶsǁeƌed ͚Nihil huŵaŶi a ŵe alieŶuŵ puto͛ ǁhiĐh ŵight ďe 
tƌaŶslated iŶto EŶglish as ͚I ĐoŶsideƌ ŶothiŶg huŵaŶ is alieŶ to ŵe͛ ;MĐLellaŶ, ϭϵϳϯ, 
p.430). This might be a suitable motto for a life story researcher.  
 
Marxism and the Individual 
Life history researchers collect and interpret the stories of individuals. At all stages this is 
a pƌofouŶdlǇ soĐial pƌoĐess.  The ͚ideŶtities͛ of those ǁhose stoƌies aƌe ĐolleĐted aƌe 
social, the meanings of the stories are social, the languages in which the stories are told 
are social, and on the part of the researcher and the researched the categories of 
understanding and re-presentation of the stories are social. The life stories themselves 
are the way they are because they tell of a life lived within a definite sets of social 
circumstances at distinct historic times and in particular social settings. Yet life stories 
themselves are individual, each different from the next in important ways.  
In the minds of those who tell the stories their story is seen individually and tells of their 
own personal story.  Even when listening to life stories which are bright and positive the 
researcher might be struck by how the individual recounting their own life story seems 
to be not only telling an individual ďut eǀeŶ a ͚loŶelǇ͛ stoƌǇ. At ĐeƌtaiŶ poiŶts iŶ theiƌ life 
stories several of the storytellers in this project described periods of their lives when this 
individuality was so intense as to engender feelings of solitude and of isolation from 
society.  
It is exactly this relationship between the social and the individual which life story work 
seeks to uŶdeƌstaŶd. To use Liz “taŶleǇ͛s eǆpƌessioŶ ͚iŶdiǀidual people aƌe soĐial aŶd 
Đultuƌal pƌoduĐts thƌough aŶd thƌough͛ ;ϭϵϵϬ, p.5) and it is this interplay which must be 
eǆploƌed. Liz “taŶleǇ͛s use of the ǁoƌd ͚pƌoduĐt͛ is soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh ŵust ďe eǆploƌed as 
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it has connotations which are probably not in keeping with the arguments that Liz 
Stanley puts forward more generally.  
If we are to keep a meaningful idea of the ǁoƌd ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ theŶ Đaƌe ŵust ďe takeŶ 
with the word product. Although individuals are very much of their social and cultural 
ĐoŶteǆt theǇ aƌe Ŷot iŶeǀitaďle ͚pƌoduĐts͛ of this settiŶg iŶ the ǁaǇ that ϰ is iŶeluĐtaďlǇ 
the product of 2 multiplied by 2. This is no small point as related issues in the work of 
soŵe Maƌǆists haǀe ƌesulted iŶ ǁhat appeaƌ to ďe aƌguŵeŶts that ͚iŶdiǀiduals͛ aƌe 
products of society in ways very similar to that of the example given above from 
elementary arithmetic. This type of conception of the individual reached something of 
an apotheosis in the work of Louis Althusser (see for example 1965, pp. 89-116) and was 
integral to his thinking. It was exactly this idea of the individual as a mathematical type 
͚pƌoduĐt͛ oƌ ͚ǀeĐtoƌ͛ of aŶ ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ ďase͛ ǁhiĐh ǁas suďjeĐted to fieƌĐe ĐƌitiƋue ďǇ E.P. 
Thompson (1978). In Marx the relationship between individuals and society, we might 
almost say between structure and agency is far more complex.  
 IŶ ͚A CoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the CƌitiƋue of PolitiĐal EĐoŶoŵǇ͛ Maƌǆ ;ϭϴϱϵ, pp. 20-21) outlined 
his view of an important aspect of the relationship between individuals and society.   
Theƌe aƌe tǁo ƌeasoŶs foƌ ĐhoosiŶg this ǁoƌk. FiƌstlǇ, it is a ĐeŶtƌal ǁoƌk of Maƌǆ͛s 
oeuvre, and he himself referred to ͚Capital͛ as ďeiŶg the ĐoŶtiŶuatioŶ of the ǁoƌk he had 
staƌted iŶ this eaƌlieƌ ǀoluŵe. It is also oŶe of the plaĐes iŶ ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ talks aďout ͚a 
legal aŶd politiĐal supeƌstƌuĐtuƌe͛ ĐoŵiŶg iŶto eǆisteŶĐe oŶ the fouŶdatioŶ of the 
economic structure of society (Marx, 1859/1970, p.20). This is sometimes rendered in a 
Đƌude aŶd totallǇ uŶaĐĐeptaďle ǁaǇ as ͚the eĐoŶoŵiĐ ďase deteƌŵiŶes the 
supeƌstƌuĐtuƌe of a soĐietǇ͛. This latteƌ foƌŵula takes us Đlose to the idea of people liǀiŶg 
out liǀes as ͚ǀeĐtoƌs͛ of the economic base. A closer reading of the particular passage in 
ǁhiĐh the talk of ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ stƌuĐtuƌes͛ aŶd ͚politiĐal supeƌstƌuĐtuƌe͛ appeaƌs ƌeǀeals a 
far more subtle picture. 
 
Thefts of Wood from the Rhenish Forests  
IŶ his iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ to ͚A CoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the CƌitiƋue of PolitiĐal EĐoŶoŵǇ͛ Maƌǆ eǆplaiŶs 
ďƌieflǇ hoǁ this ǁoƌk aŶd thiŶkiŶg deǀeloped afteƌ ϭϴϰϮ. As editoƌ of the ͚‘heiŶisĐhe 
)eituŶg͛ Maƌǆ eǆplaiŶed that he fouŶd hiŵself ͚iŶ the eŵďaƌƌassiŶg positioŶ of haǀiŶg to 
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discuss what is known as mateƌial iŶteƌests͛ ;ϭϴϱϵ/ϭϵϳϬ, p.19). This particularly arose in 
the reporting of debates in the Rhenish Landtag over thefts of wood from Rhenish 
forests. Marx found the debates disturbing not only for their injustice but because the 
collection of fallen wood had been an ancient right (Adams, 1965, pp.62-66; McLellan, 
1970, pp. ϵϱͿ. It ǁas iŶ paƌt thƌough the ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ of the ͚ŵateƌial iŶteƌests͛ ďehiŶd 
the Ŷeǁ laǁs that Maƌǆ ďegaŶ a ĐƌitiĐal ƌeǀieǁ of Hegel͛s philosophǇ oŶ ƋuestioŶs of laǁ 
and jurisprudence.   This might seem a little overly recherché but it is important to the 
argument here on two counts.  
Firstly what was happening to the Rhenish poor who depended on the fallen wood for 
winter heating was very much linked to processes involved in what was to become 
Maƌǆ͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of alieŶatioŶ. AŶ aŶĐieŶt ƌight to ͚the ĐoŵŵoŶs͛ ǁas ďeiŶg takeŶ 
away or alienated, but there was a further aspect to this alienation in that the creation 
of new law appeared to be something other than the actions of a group of men but 
appeared as a reified unveiling of something that was eternally ordained. It was this type 
of pƌoďleŵ ǁhiĐh led Maƌǆ to fiƌst ĐoŶsideƌ the ƌelated pƌoďleŵs of ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ aŶd 
͚fetishisŵ͛.  
Secondly the Rhenish timber theft laws led Marx to ͚a ĐƌitiĐal ƌe-examination of the 
HegeliaŶ philosophǇ of laǁ͛ ;ϭϴϱϵ, p.20). Marx in his youth and in his early period as the 
editor of the Rheinische Zeitung had been associated with the left Hegelians (McLellan, 
1969).  In philosophical terms the young Hegelians were idealists believing that the 
deǀelopŵeŶt of ideas ǁithiŶ ͚Điǀil soĐietǇ͛ ǁas the ŵoǀiŶg foƌĐe of histoƌǇ. WheŶ 
considering the timber theft laws and other questions Marx came to an understanding 
that the material influence   of activities in the areas analysed in political economy which 
were determining of social and cultural processes. Following Althusser (1965, pp. 51-85) 
it ǁas at soŵetiŵes fashioŶaďle to talk aďout aŶ episteŵologiĐal ďƌeak ǁithiŶ Maƌǆ͛s 
work which separated the young Marx from the mature Marx. Key to this supposed 
ďƌeak ǁas Maƌǆ͛s puƌgiŶg his ǁoƌk of the ǀestiges of HegeliaŶ philosophǇ. This is 
important because in the Marx of Althusser there is little or no room for the 
deǀelopŵeŶt of a ƌouŶded idea of the ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ iŶstead Đlasses aŶd iŶdiǀiduals 
ďeĐoŵe the ͚pƌoduĐt͛ iŶ the seŶse alƌeadǇ disĐussed of aŶ ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ ďase͛.  Althusseƌ 
put the date of this ͚episteŵologiĐal ďƌeak͛ at ϭϴϰϱ ǁheŶ Maƌǆ aŶd EŶgels ǁƌote ͚The 
GeƌŵaŶ ideologǇ͛ aŶd Maƌǆ his ͚Theses oŶ FueƌďaĐh͛.   
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That Maƌǆ͛s thiŶkiŶg deǀeloped aŶd to soŵe eǆteŶt ĐhaŶged duƌiŶg his adult life is 
beyond dispute. If proof was needed of this it should suffice to point out that the first 
ǀoluŵe of ͚Capital͛ ǁeŶt thƌough iŶŶuŵeƌaďle dƌafts aŶd that the seĐoŶd aŶd thiƌd 
volumes despite years of work were in various stages of incompletion at the time of 
Maƌǆ͛s death. This is Ŷot ǁhat Althusseƌ ǁould have us believe. According to Althusser it 
is not until after 1845 that young Karl became the mature Marx, at this point the 
development of his thought was practically complete and therefore ceased. It is as 
though after 1845 all Marx has to do is fill out the implications of his discoveries. The 
real Marx did not and could not have ever believed in any such closure.  
Writing in 1859 Marx (1859/1970, p.20)  looked back on the period following his 
editorship of the Rheinische Zeitung, his exile to Paris and his deportation from there 
duƌiŶg ǁhiĐh tiŵe he ĐoŶtiŶued his ͚ĐƌitiĐal ƌe- examination of Hegelian philosophy of 
laǁ͛. He desĐƌiďed the ƌesults of this studǇ iŶ the folloǁiŶg teƌŵs; the eǆteŶded passage 
in which these are found must be quoted in its entirety: 
My enquiry led me to the conclusion that neither legal relations nor 
political forms could be comprehended whether by themselves or on 
the basis of a so called general development of the human mind, but 
that on the contrary they originate in the material conditions of life, the 
totality of which Hegel, following the example of English and French 
thiŶkeƌs of the eighteeŶth ĐeŶtuƌǇ, eŵďƌaĐes ǁithiŶ the teƌŵ ͚Điǀil 
soĐietǇ͛; that the aŶatoŵǇ of this Điǀil soĐietǇ, hoǁeǀeƌ, has to ďe sought 
in political economy. (Marx, 1859, p.20) 
This formulation contains some important but often overlooked aspects. Firstly Marx is 
pointing not only to the depth of his break with Hegel but also to its limits. Put simply, 
whereas Hegel put the totality of the material conditioŶs of life uŶdeƌ the teƌŵ ͚Điǀil 
soĐietǇ͛ foƌ Maƌǆ the ͚aŶatoŵǇ͛ of this Điǀil soĐietǇ ǁas to ďe uŶdeƌstood thƌough the 
study of political economy. Marx here seems to be expressing not only the materialist 
fissure which separates his thinking from that of Hegel but also the continuity between 
theŵ. It ǁould also appeaƌ that foƌ Maƌǆ legal ƌelatioŶs aŶd politiĐal foƌŵs ͚oƌigiŶate͛ iŶ 
the material conditions of life. That he talks here of origins implies that there is also an 
important role for development from those origins. Marx continues: 
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The general conclusion at which I arrived and which, once reached, 
became the guiding principle of my studies can be summarised as follows. 
In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into 
definite relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations 
of production appropriate to a given stage in the development of their 
material forces of production. The totality of these relations of 
production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
foundation on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to 
which corresponds definite forms of social consciousness. (1859/1970, 
p.20) 
This passage too can be given a narrow interpretation, that Marx is talking about how 
the economic base determines (as a product) the legal and political superstructure. This 
was precisely the interpretation which Stuart Hall imposed on Marx when he wanted to 
knock down a straw man. 
Classical marxism depended on an assumed correspondence between 
͚the eĐoŶoŵiĐ͛ aŶd ͚the politiĐal͛: oŶe Đould ƌead off politiĐal attitudes 
and objective social interests and motivations from economic class 
position. (Hall,1989, p.121) 
In such a formulation it is not possible to see much, if any, space for the idea of agency, 
or the individual. But a closer look at what Marx is saying is revealing. Firstly, Marx is 
talkiŶg aďout ͚guidiŶg pƌiŶĐiples͛ to ďe used iŶ haƌŵoŶǇ, aŶd oŶlǇ so, ǁith eŵpiƌiĐal 
iŶǀestigatioŶ. “eĐoŶdlǇ, ǁheƌe Hall talks aďout ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ Đlass positioŶ͛ he iŵplies 
soŵethiŶg faƌ ŵoƌe ďƌittle aŶd Ŷaƌƌoǁ thaŶ ǁhat is pƌeseŶt iŶ Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk. “oŵethiŶg 
of the ĐoŵpleǆitǇ of Maƌǆ͛s ĐoŶĐeptioŶ ŵaǇ ďe seeŶ iŶ the idea that the eĐoŶoŵiĐ 
stƌuĐtuƌe is iŶ tuƌŶ ͚ĐoŶstituted͛ of the ͚totalitǇ of ƌelatioŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ oƌ the ͚soĐial 
pƌoduĐtioŶ of eǆisteŶĐe͛. Lateƌ iŶ the passage Ƌuoted aďoǀe Maƌǆ talks aďout hoǁ the 
͚ŵode of pƌoduĐtioŶ of ŵateƌial life ĐoŶditioŶs soĐial, politiĐal aŶd iŶtelleĐtual life͛ the 
ĐhoiĐe of the ǁoƌd ͚ĐoŶditioŶs͛ is itself sigŶifiĐaŶt had he wanted to he could have used 
͚pƌoduĐes͛. What eŵeƌges fƌoŵ this is that foƌ Maƌǆ ͚ƌelatioŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ 
eŶĐoŵpass soŵethiŶg faƌ ǁideƌ thaŶ Ŷaƌƌoǁ ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ Đlass positioŶ͛ aŶd ǁould 
appear to take in social life in its totality.  
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It is now time to ĐoŶsideƌ hoǁ the ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ fits iŶto this piĐtuƌe of the ͚soĐial 
pƌoduĐtioŶ of life͛.  We haǀe alƌeadǇ looked at hoǁ ͚iŶdiǀiduals͛ Đoŵe iŶto eǆisteŶĐe 
socially through language, culture, socially organised activity, etc. indeed the whole 
socially constructive world within which an individual exists goes into their creation as 
a social being.  But within each of these spheres people confront the social world 
individually and often reflect on it likewise. Although each person who confronts their 
social world is also its creation this does not remove the individual dimension of their 
experience.  
IŶ ϭϴϰϰ soŵe fifteeŶ Ǉeaƌs ďefoƌe ǁƌitiŶg ͚A CoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the CƌitiƋue of PolitiĐal 
EĐoŶoŵǇ͛ Maƌǆ togetheƌ ǁith EŶgels had pƌoduĐed a ďook foƌ puďliĐatioŶ eŶtitled ͚The 
GeƌŵaŶ IdeologǇ͛. “igŶifiĐaŶt seĐtioŶs of the ďook ƌeŵaiŶed uŶpuďlished uŶtil ǁell iŶto 
the twentieth century. More than forty years after the failure to publish the original 
edition Engels wrote about how he and Marx had been forced to abandon the 
manuscript: 
͚We aďaŶdoŶed the ŵaŶusĐƌipt to the gŶaǁiŶg ĐƌitiĐisŵ of the ŵiĐe all the ŵoƌe 
willingly as we had achieved our main purpose – self clarification. (Engels, 
1888/1974, p.335)  
WheŶ EŶgels saǇs that the ŵaiŶ puƌpose of the teǆt ďeĐaŵe ͚self ĐlaƌifiĐatioŶ͛ aŶd that 
lookiŶg ďaĐk oŶ it shoǁed ͚hoǁ iŶĐoŵplete ouƌ kŶoǁledge of eĐoŶoŵiĐ histoƌǇ ǁas͛ 
;p.ϯϯϲͿ he is at oŶĐe tƌuthful aŶd also a little too ŵodest. ͚The GeƌŵaŶ ideologǇ͛ is full 
of speĐtaĐulaƌ iŶsights aŶd to the outsideƌ the authoƌs͛ pƌoĐess of ͚self ĐlaƌifiĐatioŶ͛ is 
itself fascinating. What is particularly pertinent to the discussion here is that Marx and 
Engels approach the relationship of philosophy to reality (p.41) or what they call the 
͚Fiƌst Pƌeŵises of Mateƌialist Method͛ ;ϭϴϰϲ-1974, p.42) from the viewpoint of the 
͚iŶdiǀidual͛.  
The premises from which we begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, 
but real premises from which abstraction can only be made in the 
imagination. They are the real individuals, their activity, and the material 
conditions under which they live, both those which they find already 
existing and those produced by their own activity. (Marx and Engels, 
1846/1974, p.42) 
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There are a myriad of problems left to be explored before a rounded understanding of 
͚the iŶdiǀidual͛ ĐaŶ ďe foƌŵed ďut this ͚Fiƌst Pƌeŵise͛ is a solid ďasis fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh a 
materialist philosophy might initially proceed.  What is essential to this analysis is that 
this premise offers a dialectical solution to the problem posed in Life Story work as the 
structure/agency problem.  
We haǀe the iŶdiǀidual, alďeit a soĐiallǇ foƌŵed iŶdiǀidual ͚fiŶdiŶg͛ alƌeadǇ eǆistiŶg 
material conditions. These material conditions should not be understood as only really 
material things but also social relations, culture, history, science etc. indeed everything 
which the individual encounters as objectively existing reality, that is everything that 
has an objective existence vis a vis the individual.  
We could take innumerable examples to illustrate this point but here we will take only 
two. The individual in our modern society will encounter the concept of economic 
͚ǀalue͛. EǀeƌǇ tiŵe a puƌĐhase is ŵade, eǀeƌǇ tiŵe a peƌsoŶ ĐoŶsideƌs ǁhat theǇ thiŶk 
ǁould ďe a ͚faiƌ͛ leǀel of ƌeŵuŶeƌatioŶ foƌ theiƌ laďouƌs, eǀeƌǇ tiŵe theǇ ƌeĐoil in horror 
at the price of a small flat in London they are encountering and working with notions 
of value. They encounter value as something existing objectively in the world yet as 
Marx was fond of saying we could scour the globe with a net of finest mesh and we 
should Ŷeǀeƌ Đoŵe aĐƌoss a sĐiŶtilla  of ͚ǀalue͛ Ǉet it eǆists oďjeĐtiǀelǇ.  
A seĐoŶd eǆaŵple to illustƌate the oďjeĐtiǀe, ŵateƌial eǆisteŶĐe of the ͚iŵŵateƌial͛ 
might be gender-relations.  Any person participating in our society (or indeed any 
other) will find that relationship of gender exist objectively. Types of work, working 
relations and payment are all likely to be affected by issues of gender but outside of 
the workplace childcare, care in general, sexual mores and censure; along with 
innuŵeƌaďle otheƌ soĐial pheŶoŵeŶa ǁill also ďe ͚geŶdeƌed͛. EǀeƌǇ iŶdiǀidual ǁoŵaŶ, 
and indeed man, will encounter these relations of gender as endlessly complex but very 
definitely objectively existing. Gender is essentially about relations between groups of 
people. These relations might have material consequences but their primary objective 
existence is social and non-material. 
WithiŶ this ͚Fiƌst Pƌeŵise͛ it ǁill also ďe Ŷoted that aŵoŶg those ŵateƌial ĐoŶditioŶs 
ǁhiĐh ͚iŶdiǀiduals͛ eŶĐouŶteƌ aƌe those ͚pƌoduĐed ďǇ theiƌ oǁŶ aĐtiǀitǇ͛. AgaiŶ it is 
ŶeĐessaƌǇ to uŶdeƌstaŶd ͚theiƌ oǁŶ aĐtiǀitǇ͛ as ďeiŶg a ǀeƌǇ ǁide ĐategoƌǇ; it ŵight ďe 
the activity of an individual, a group, a class, a nation or indeed the whole of 
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huŵaŶkiŶd. AgaiŶ ǁe Đould ĐoŶsideƌ ͚geŶdeƌ͛ iŶ terms of what it might mean as a 
ŵateƌial ĐoŶditioŶ Đƌeated ďǇ ͚aĐtiǀitǇ͛. IŶ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ BƌitaiŶ ǁoŵeŶ eŶĐouŶteƌ 
gender very much as a creation of their own activity and that of others.  
A ǁoŵaŶ ǁoƌkiŶg as a Ŷuƌse ǁill eŶĐouŶteƌ ͚geŶdeƌ͛ as soŵethiŶg Đƌeated by others 
and indeed to some extent by her own activity.  It is worth considering what some of 
these ͚ŵateƌial ĐoŶditioŶs͛ ŵight ďe. Fiƌst of all theiƌ ǁill ďe the Đultuƌe of ďeiŶg a Ŷuƌse 
as created historically. These cultures our nurse will encounter as being objectively 
given. It matters not that these cultures might be extremely complex, and contain 
elements in contradiction with each other. For example in Britain today there is still the 
idea of the Ŷuƌse as aŶ ͚aŶgel͛ iŶ ĐoŶfliĐt ǁith the ǀieǁ, created largely as a result of 
media campaigns, of the nurse as someone who now considers herself above dealing 
ǁith ďed paŶs ;DeliŶgpole, ϮϬϬϵͿ, oƌ as soŵeoŶe ǁho as a ƌesult of ͚feŵiŶisŵ͛ has 
become too self important to care for patients (Phillips, 2011). The latter views appears 
to be tied in with a visceral misogyny which extends well beyond nursing but which of 
course has a bearing on the cultural world in which a nurse lives. Each individual woman 
working as a nurse will have to negotiate her own course around these types of vision 
as ǁell as those fƌoŵ heƌ oǁŶ ŶuƌsiŶg ͚ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ of pƌaĐtiĐe͛ ;Laǀe aŶd WeŶgeƌ, 1991; 
Wenger, ϭϵϵϵͿ. The idea of ͚ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ of pƌaĐtiĐe͛ ďeĐoŵes ǁide ƌaŶgiŶg as people 
here interact with multiple communities of practice each intersecting and being 
interwoven with many others. The smallest community of practice is the single 
individual when they interact with themselves. This might sound strange but it is 
actually simple in principle. For example when making individual decisions about many 
things we are influenced and learn from past social experience, or we apply and adapt 
lessons from one area of life to another. The nurse already discussed will learn about 
which particular contexts in which it is possible or expedient to challenge, or not, 
gender stereotypes. The course our nurse steers will in part constitute her identity as a 
woman and a nurse. In turn her identity as a woman and a nurse will determine, in part, 
how she manages and interacts with different cultural and historically formed visions 
of what a nurse is. The picture becomes very complicated but it allows for a dialectical 
solution to the problem posed as the opposition of structure and agency. What actually 
emerges is that the counter posing of structure and agency is in fact a 
misrepresentation of things as they are in the world.   
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It ŵight ďe aƌgued that the foĐus oŶ the ͚iŶdiǀidual͛ iŶ ͚The GeƌŵaŶ IdeologǇ͛ ǁas 
something that Marx moved away from in what are sometimes called his mature 
writings. There is plentǇ of eǀideŶĐe to shoǁ that although iŶ ǁƌitiŶgs suĐh as ͚Capital͛ 
the focus is on wider social and historic questions there remains a concern with 
iŶdiǀiduals. ͚The EighteeŶth Bƌuŵaiƌe of Louis BoŶapaƌte͛ ;ϭϴϱϮ/ϭϵϲϲͿ ĐoŶtaiŶs a 
famous formulation of the interplay of structure and agency: 
Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; 
they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but 
under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted by the 
past. (p.398) 
OŶe ǁaǇ of ƌeadiŶg the ͚EighteeŶth Bƌuŵaiƌe͛ is as aŶ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of the ƌole of the 
iŶdiǀidual iŶ soĐial eǀeŶts. Just hoǁ iŵpoƌtaŶt this is iŶ Maƌǆ͛s estiŵatioŶ eŵeƌges iŶ 
his introduction to the book. Marx points out with his customary modesty how apart 
from his own there were only two other writings on the subject of the rise to power of 
Louis Bonaparte worth attention; one by Victor Hugo and the other by Joseph 
Proudhon. Marx criticises both books. In the case of Victor Hugo Marx claims that by 
concentrating on the role of Bonaparte and not paying attention to the historic 
ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes suƌƌouŶdiŶg his ƌise to poǁeƌ he ŵakes hiŵ appeaƌ as ͚gƌeat iŶstead of 
little͛ ;p.ϲͿ. PƌoudhoŶ ǀeƌǇ iŶteƌestiŶglǇ is ĐƌitiĐised foƌ Ŷot ƌeĐogŶisiŶg the ͚ ageŶtiĐ͛ ƌole 
of Bonaparte:  
PƌoudhoŶ foƌ his paƌt seeks to ƌepƌeseŶt the Đoup d͛Ġtat as the ƌesult of 
antecedent historical development. Unnoticeably, however, his historical 
ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of the Đoup d͛Ġtat ďeĐoŵes a histoƌiĐal apologia for its hero. 
Thus he falls into the error of our so-called objective historians. I, on the 
contrary, demonstrate how the class struggle in France created 
circumstances and relationships that made it possible for a grotesque 
ŵedioĐƌitǇ to plaǇ a heƌo͛s paƌt. ;p.ϲͿ 
Maƌǆ aŶd EŶgels iŶ ͚The GeƌŵaŶ IdeologǇ͛ ƌelate ͚ƌeal iŶdiǀiduals, theiƌ aĐtiǀitǇ aŶd the 
ŵateƌial ĐoŶditioŶs uŶdeƌ ǁhiĐh theǇ liǀe͛ to the idea of a ͚ŵode of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛. “oŵe 
time will be spent considering this as need to look at the ways in which some authors 
disconnect lives examined in Life History, auto/biographical, or narrative work from the 
real conditions of the society in which those lives are lived.  
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Here for the sake of space we must assume that the proposition that we, and those 
whose lives will be the subject of this study, live in a capitalist society. From the point 
of view of the individual entering out into the world she will find there that objectively 
capitalism has ordered things in a particular way. As Marx and Engels put it: 
The way in which men produce their means of subsistence depends first 
of all on the nature of the actual means of subsistence they find in 
existence and have to reproduce. (Marx and Engels, 1846-1974, p. 42) 
Foƌ Maƌǆ aŶd EŶgels ǁhat is ďeiŶg pƌoposed heƌe is a fuƌtheƌ ǁoƌkiŶg out of the ͚First 
Pƌeŵise of Mateƌialist Method͛ that the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh ƌeal ŵateƌial life is pƌoduĐed 
deteƌŵiŶes the Ŷatuƌe of soĐietǇ. This theŶ ďeĐoŵes ͚the ŵode of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ ǁhiĐh 
is not the empty dogmatic phrase which it sometimes appears to be. The mode of 
production is the way in which societies reproduce themselves.  
The mode of production must not be considered simply as the reproduction 
of the physical existence of the individuals. Rather it is a definite form of 
the activity of these individuals, a definite form of expressing their life, a 
definite mode of life on their part. (emphasis as in original, Marx and 
Engels, 1846/1974, p. 42) 
 
In the terminology of some modern sociologists what Marx is saying here is that not 
only are the lives of individuals inscribed within the mode of production but the 
activity of those individuals is also constitutive of the mode of production. Later in his 
work Marx developed a rather more poetic and evocative metaphor for what is 
described here: 
In all forms of society there is one specific kind of production which 
predominates over the rest, whose relations thus assign rank and 
influence over the others. It is a general illumination which bathes all the 
other colours and modifies their particularity. It is particular ether which 
determines the specific gravity of every being which has materialised 
within it. (Marx, 1858, pp. 106-107) 
Antecedents 3 : Marxism and Life Stories 
181 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
Life Story work always starts from the stories of the individuals and for this reason it 
and other kindred forms of research are sometimes criticised for not being sufficiently 
rigorous in their sample size or selection methods. A common element to this criticism 
is that iŶ Life “toƌǇ ǁoƌk ǁe ĐaŶ Ŷeǀeƌ ďe suƌe of hoǁ ͚ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe͛ the stoƌies aƌe, 
allied to this is the idea that research must be based on large samples. Viewed from 
what might be described as a Marxist tradition this particular criticism is hard to 
understand. Firstly looking back over the argument made above each individual life 
story is itself above all an expression of a social and cultural history, both that history 
aŶd the paƌtiĐulaƌ liǀes studied ĐaŶ ďe ǀieǁed iŶ the ͚ geŶeƌal illuŵiŶatioŶ͛ of the oǀeƌall 
society. Of course it is necessary to understand individual lives in wider theoretical 
terms, often in terms unfamiliar to those whose stories are examined, but the 
examination of these lives offers empirical material on which to base consideration and 
investigation into the nature of the society which is constituted by the activities of these 
lives and of which they are expressions.  
 
The Abstract and the Concrete 
Thƌoughout Maƌǆ͛s ǁƌitiŶg ƌefeƌeŶĐe is ŵade to aďstƌaĐtioŶ, aŶd the aďstƌaĐt, oƌ to 
͚the ĐoŶĐƌete͛ oƌ ͚ ƌeal ŵateƌial ĐoŶditioŶs͛.  The ƌelatioŶships ďetǁeeŶ the aďstƌaĐt aŶd 
the concrete are from being straightforward, their investigation and a sound 
uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the dialeĐtiĐal ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ theŵ is at the ĐeŶtƌe of Maƌǆ͛s 
materialist approach to the study of history, political economy, and wider questions of 
philosophy. Yet it is central in a way that often escapes many Marxists and certainly 
those ǁho ǁould oppose this ǁaǇ of tƌǇiŶg to uŶdeƌstaŶd ͚ƌealitǇ͛. ‘aƌelǇ does Maƌǆ 
explicitly deal with the abstract and the concrete, and as far as I know they are never 
neatly defined. In general, as we will see, Maƌǆ͛s ŵethod ǁoƌks agaiŶst aŶǇ suĐh 
fiŶished oƌ Đoŵplete defiŶitioŶs. Yet the ǁhole of Maƌǆ͛s is ďased oŶ the ƌelatioŶship 
between the abstract and the concrete. A useful way to look at the dialectics of the 
concrete and the abstract is through the study of the consequences of a one sided and 
aďstƌaĐt pƌeseŶtatioŶ of ͚Đlass͛.  
MaŶǇ sigŶifiĐaŶt aspeĐts of Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk aƌe Ŷeǀeƌ eǆpƌesslǇ defiŶed iŶ teƌŵs that ǁill 
satisfǇ ͚positiǀist͛ Đƌiteƌia. IŶ additioŶ to the ĐoŶĐƌete aŶd aďstƌaĐt Ŷeǀeƌ ďeiŶg 
͚adeƋuatelǇ defiŶed͛ ǁe ŵight also Đite ͚Đlass͛ aŶd ǁhat is todaǇ Đalled the ͚philosophǇ 
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of iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs͛ ;OllŵaŶ, 1970, pp. 27-42; Sayers 2012) as being prominent 
eǆaŵples of Maƌǆ͛s failuƌe to deliŵit ideas ǁith CoŵteaŶ rigidity. The example of class 
has a particularly interesting if convoluted history which cannot be fully explored here 
though it is worth making space to highlight some of the peculiar consequences of 
searching for definitions. The failure to understand ǁhat ͚Đlass͛ ŵeaŶs foƌ Maƌǆ ĐaŶ 
produce some extraordinarily strange results and is also illustrative of the 
consequences of substituting abstraction for the concrete. There is in fact an extremely 
strong tradition of ͚Maƌǆists͛, ͚post Maƌǆists͛ aŶd ͚aŶti-Maƌǆists͛ eŶtiƌelǇ ŵissiŶg the 
poiŶt of Maƌǆ͛s pƌeseŶtatioŶ of Đlass pƌeĐiselǇ ďeĐause theǇ get iŶto a ŵuddle oǀeƌ the 
͚aďstƌaĐt aŶd the ĐoŶĐƌete͛. It is salutaƌǇ to go ďaĐk to a tiŵe ďefoƌe ͚post -Maƌǆisŵ͛ to 
get a glimpse of one of its precursors.  It would be possible to go back even further than 
the example selected here but Dahrendorf is offered because of the strange 
resemblance between what he argues and elements present in postmodern and post-
Marxist writers who may know nothing of his work.  
Ralf Dahrendorf was an important figure in European, especially British and German, 
sociology for much of the second half of the twentieth century, he was the only person 
to have been a parliamentarian in the Bundestag and at Westminster and by any 
measure was aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt iŶflueŶĐe iŶ post ǁaƌ ͚“oĐial DeŵoĐƌat͛ politiĐal theoƌǇ. 
Peƌhaps the ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt of DahƌeŶdoƌf͛s puďliĐatioŶs ǁas ͚Class aŶd Class CoŶfliĐt 
iŶ aŶ IŶdustƌial “oĐietǇ͛ ;ϭϵϱϵͿ. DahƌeŶdoƌf poiŶts out that Maƌǆ Ŷeǀeƌ pƌoduĐed a 
͚sǇsteŵatiĐ eǆpositioŶ͛ of the ͚theoƌǇ of Đlass͛ ;p.ϴͿ ďeĐause he ƌepeatedlǇ postpoŶed 
doiŶg so as he sought to ƌefiŶe his ͚eŵpiƌiĐal͛ aŶalǇsis.  DahƌeŶdoƌf dƌaǁs the ƌeadeƌ͛s 
atteŶtioŶ to aŶ uŶfiŶished Đhapteƌ iŶ the thiƌd ǀoluŵe of ͚Capital͛ ;Maƌǆ, 1894/1991, 
Part. vii., Chapter 52). He then completes this chapter himself using quotes, often 
fƌagŵeŶts, fƌoŵ otheƌ pieĐes of Maƌǆ͛s ǁƌitiŶg. The fiŶal ͚sǇsteŵatiĐ͛ pƌeseŶtatioŶ of 
Maƌǆ͛s theoƌǇ of Đlass is appƌoǆiŵatelǇ half DahƌeŶdoƌf aŶd half Maƌǆ: 
Classes are based on the differences in legitimate power associated with 
certain positions, i.e. on the structure of social roles with respect to their 
authority expectations ... An individual becomes a member of a class by 
playing a social role relevant from the point of view of authority ... He 
belongs to a class because he occupies a position in a social organisation; 
i.e. class membership is derived from the incumbency of a social role. (p. 
149) 
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E.P. Thompson drew attention to the inadequacies of this definition by pointing out 
that it said nothing about how iŶdiǀiduals get iŶto a paƌtiĐulaƌ ͚soĐial ƌole͛ Ŷoƌ hoǁ the 
͚soĐial oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛ Đaŵe iŶto eǆisteŶĐe  ;ThoŵpsoŶ, 1963, p.10).  In fact what 
DahƌeŶdoƌf has doŶe heƌe is to aďstƌaĐt the idea of ͚Đlass͛ fƌoŵ aŶǇ soƌt of ĐoŶteǆt in 
ǁhiĐh it aĐtuallǇ͛ happeŶs͛ iŶ the ƌeal ǁoƌld. This oŶe sided aŶd iŵpoǀeƌished 
abstraction is then substituted in place of a concrete presentation of class.  
IŶ his ͚The MakiŶg of the EŶglish WoƌkiŶg Class͛ ThoŵpsoŶ ;ϭϵϲϯͿ sets out to pƌoǀide a 
concrete aŶalǇsis of the ͚MakiŶg͛ as ͚a studǇ iŶ aŶ aĐtiǀe pƌoĐess͛ oǁiŶg ͚as ŵuĐh to 
ageŶĐǇ as to ĐoŶditioŶiŶg͛ ;p.ϴͿ aŶd he pƌeseŶts the aďoǀe ƋuotatioŶ fƌoŵ DahƌeŶdoƌf 
as not being historical. We can go further in our criticism of this abstraction. Class can 
only exist as a historical and cultural phenomenon its existence cannot be separated 
from the processes by which it comes into existence and continues to exist. To return 
to DahƌeŶdoƌf: We ŵight ask hoǁ did these ͚ diffeƌeŶĐes iŶ legitiŵate poǁeƌ͛ Đoŵe iŶto 
existence? By what processes is this legitimation and, very importantly, de-legitimation 
of power continued? How is authority and therefore subordination brought about? 
How are these social roles brought into existence? Why do these social roles assume 
speĐifiĐ foƌŵs? What does it ŵeaŶ ͚to ďeloŶg to a Đlass͛?  
Atteŵpts to uŶdeƌstaŶd aŶd pƌeseŶt ͚ Đlass͛ iŶ a foƌŵal aŶd aďstƌaĐt ǁaǇ ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ didŶ͛t 
end with Dahrendorf. A survey of some leading names in sociology who believe 
themselves to have moved on from class shows that in many ways the problems of 
DahƌeŶdoƌf͛s pƌeseŶtatioŶ of Đlass aƌe pƌeseŶt iŶ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ ǁoƌk. 
UlƌiĐh BeĐk talks aďout hoǁ ͚iŶdiǀidualizatioŶ͛ has replaced class as defining social 
ƌelatioŶs ǁithiŶ ͚‘isk “oĐietǇ͛ ;Beck, 1992, and Beck, ϮϬϬϵͿ. BeĐk͛s aŶalǇsis is akiŶ to 
that of Anthony Giddens (1991, 1998, 2000, and 2010) in that it sees what he calls 
͚iŶdiǀidualizatioŶ͛ ďeiŶg iŵposed oŶ ͚iŶdiǀiduals ďǇ ŵodeƌŶ iŶstitutioŶs͛ ;ϭϵϵϮ, p. 95). 
Foƌ BeĐk ͚iŶdiǀiduatioŶ͛ is soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ ǁas aǁaƌe of ďut ǁhiĐh he ƌejeĐted 
iŶ faǀouƌ of ͚Đlass͛: 
The individuation of social inequality may be regarded as the exact mirror 
image of the Marxian position. Processes of individuation as I have 
described them, can only become entrenched when material 
immiseration, as the condition for the formation of classes predicted by 
Marx have been overcome. (1992, pp. 95-96) 
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Basically Beck is arguing is that the processes by which class is created have changed 
and therefore it no longer makes sense to talk about class. Leaving aside what might 
be seen as the dubious empirical grounds on which Beck rejects class it is an extremely 
strange argument to say that if some aspects of the process by which something is 
created have changed therefore that thing no longer exists. Indeed if something is 
iŵposed oŶ ͚iŶdiǀiduals ďǇ ŵodeƌŶ iŶstitutioŶs͛ ǁould it Ŷot ďe the Đase that ĐoŵŵoŶ 
patterns in the imposition and consequences of these  circumstances would themselves 
ĐoŶstitute soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh Đould pƌopeƌlǇ ďe Đalled ͚Đlass͛. ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶtlǇ it ǁould 
seem that we have seen enough from Marx in the above passages to know that he 
ǀieǁed the pƌoĐesses that BeĐk Đalls ͚iŶdiǀiduatioŶ͛ as ďeing very much part and parcel 
of the experience of class.  Zygmunt Bauman (1991, 2000, and 2007) appears to share 
much of the analysis of Giddens and Beck but, in my reading at least, his indignation at 
what might be called injustice puts him apart. Bauman when discussing the threat to 
humanity posed by unrestrained consumerism talks about the indignities suffered by 
those people who are collectively and contemptuously referred to as ͚the uŶdeƌĐlass͛ 
(Bauman, 2007, pp. 122-123). Reading such passages it is not easy to understand why, 
or even if, Bauman rejects notions of class.     
The basic point of these arguments about the abstract and the concrete as it relates to 
an understanding of class is that in the examples provided above from the field of  
sociology the fundamental approach to investigations of class start from what could be 
Đalled ͚aĐadeŵiĐ͛ aďstƌaĐtioŶs aŶd theŶ pƌoĐeed thƌough stages to eǀeƌ thiŶŶeƌ 
abstractions. This is precisely the analytical procedure which Marx constantly argued 
against peƌhaps ŵost ĐoŶĐiselǇ iŶ the ͚GƌuŶdƌisse͛ ;ϭϴϱϳ-1858, p.100). Marx points out 
how political economists typically took the starting point of their analysis to be 
͚populatioŶ͛. Foƌ Maƌǆ this ǁas a pƌofouŶd eƌƌoƌ as it ǁas ŶeĐessaƌǇ to look at ǁhat 
ŵade a ͚populatioŶ͛ if aŶǇ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg ǁas to ďe aĐhieǀed. Maƌǆ theƌefoƌe 
advocated an approach which would proceed from an investigation of the elements 
ǁhiĐh ŵade up a ͚populatioŶ͛ aŶd hoǁ these eleŵeŶts iŶteƌaĐted iŶ oƌdeƌ to see hoǁ 
the ͚populatioŶ͛ had a ƌeal concrete existence. This is exactly the path advocated by 
Vygotsky in psychology when he called for the investigation of units or elements of 
psǇĐhologiĐal sĐieŶĐe to ďe paƌt of a pƌoĐess of ͚asĐeŶdiŶg to the ĐoŶĐƌete͛. It is also 
the way to understand the concept of class. Class is not a category which pre-exists and 
to which people are designated. Class exists as relations between real people and the 
circumstances of their lives.  
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The dialectical relationship between the abstract and the concrete is very much present 
in life story work. The lives of humans are above all concrete phenomena and to echo 
the point made by Liz Stanley if abstractions do not have an existence at the level of 
particular lives then they do not exist at all. Conversely how abstractions for example 
͚Đlass͛ eǆist iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ aŶd aĐtual liǀes, aŶd hoǁ this is ƌefleĐted iŶ the Ŷaƌƌatiǀes of 
those lives, provides a vital and concrete starting point for investigation.   
That life stories reflect the dialectics of the abstract and the concrete is also brought 
out in ways of which those telling their life stories might be completely unaware. Later 
oŶ iŶ this thesis theƌe is a disĐussioŶ aďout ͚plaĐe͛ iŶ life stoƌies. IŶ the last deĐades the 
economy of Thanet has experienced a decline relative to that of other areas of England 
and in particular to much of the South East. The people whose life stories are examined 
here would be very unlikely to attribute the relative poverty of Thanet to capital flows 
or to the idea of the extraction of surplus labour. In many of the stories here reference 
is made to the decline of the British seaside holiday and how that affected the economic 
health of Thanet. The construction of enormous tourist complexes in Marbella or The 
Algarve, the explosion in holiday air travel etc. the disappearance of Butlins or the 
present dilapidated condition of the Margate Winter Gardens, the absence of any 
significant commercial shipping from the port in Ramsgate, or the bankruptcy and 
closure of Thanet International Airport are very real consequences of the movements 
of international capital. The profits to be made from employing the people of Thanet 
are not in many cases sufficient to attract large investors. It could almost be said that 
in Thanet the economic tide ebbed in the sixties and seventies and has yet to flow. If 
͚ǀalue͛ eǆists foƌ Maƌǆ as aŶ aďstƌaĐt foƌŵ ;alďeit oŶe ǁith ǀeƌǇ ĐoŶĐƌete ĐoŶseƋueŶĐesͿ 
it has certainly had an impact on the lives of those whose stories are told here even if 
they themselves do not see the problems of Thanet or indirectly therefore their own 
lives in such terms.  
 
Alienation 
The last Marxist category to be discussed here in terms of its bearing on life story work 
is alienation. It has been pointed out that the widespread use in English of the term 
͚alieŶatioŶ͛ is laƌgelǇ attƌiďutaďle to the ǁƌitiŶgs of Maƌǆ, eǀeŶ if the teƌŵ is used most 
ofteŶ iŶ a seŶse ǀeƌǇ siŵilaƌ to that of ͚eŶŶui͛, this paƌtiĐulaƌ ŵeaŶiŶg ďeiŶg ƌelated 
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though different to that intended by Marx. In the translation of two German words 
͚eŶtäusseƌŶ͛ aŶd ͚eŶtfƌeŵdeŶ͛ ǁhiĐh haǀe diffeƌeŶt ;though ƌelatedͿ ŵeaŶiŶgs the 
ǁoƌd ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ has ďeeŶ ŵost ofteŶ ďeeŶ used as the Đlosest EŶglish eƋuiǀaleŶt 
though at times the word estrangement might also be encountered (Williams, 1983 pp. 
33-36; Sayers, 2011, p.ıǆͿ. Heƌe alieŶatioŶ aŶd estƌaŶgeŵeŶt ǁill ďe used 
interchangeably. For Marx alienation has a particular meaning and an importance 
which is all too often overlooked. The most explicit references to alienation appear in 
eaƌlieƌ ǁoƌks of Maƌǆ aŶd iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ iŶ the ͚EĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd PhilosophiĐ MaŶusĐƌipts 
of ϭϴϰϰ͛ iŶ his later works the term appears rarely if at all in his work intended for 
puďliĐatioŶ though it is used to a ĐoŶsideƌaďle degƌee iŶ the ͚GƌuŶdƌisse͛ ;“aǇeƌs, 2011 
p. ǆıͿ.  
The full iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of the ĐoŶĐept of ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ is not easily or immediately 
understood upon reading those passages in which it is explicitly mentioned. The 
passage iŶ ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ talks ŵost eǆpliĐitlǇ aďout alieŶatioŶ oĐĐuƌs iŶ his ͚EĐoŶoŵiĐ 
aŶd PhilosophiĐ ŵaŶusĐƌipts of ϭϴϰϰ͛ iŶ a Đhapteƌ eŶtitled ͚EstƌaŶged Laďouƌ͛ ;Maƌǆ, 
1844a, pp. 69-ϴϰͿ. The ďook itself ǁas Ŷot puďlished iŶ Maƌǆ͛s lifetiŵe. EǀeŶ aŵoŶg 
many who justifiably consider themselves to be Marxist it is not always understood that 
in these passages Marx is presenting an idea which is underlies all of his subsequent 
writings.  IŶ the ͚MaŶusĐƌipts͛ Maƌǆ takes aŶ idea ǁhiĐh ǁas pƌeseŶt iŶ the ǁoƌk of 
Hegel in an idealist guise and re-presents it in materialist form (Sayers, 2011, p.5). 
Sayers points out the extent of the continuity as well as the rupture existing between 
Marx aŶd Hegel͛s ĐoŶĐept of alieŶatioŶ. Foƌ Maƌǆ the huŵaŶ ĐoŶditioŶ uŶdeƌ 
Đapitalisŵ is oŶe ĐhaƌaĐteƌised ďǇ alieŶatioŶ ďut as “aǇeƌs poiŶts out ͚The histoƌiĐal 
theoƌǇ of the self is oŶe of Hegel͛s gƌeat aĐhieǀeŵeŶts͛ ;ϮϬϭϭ, p.10). For Istvan 
Meszaros (2005, p.18) it is with the development of the concept of estranged or 
alieŶated laďouƌ iŶ a ŵateƌialist foƌŵ that ͚Maƌǆ sǇsteŵatiĐallǇ eǆploƌes foƌ the fiƌst 
time the far reaching implications of his synthesizing idea – ͚the alieŶatioŶ of laďouƌ͛ – 
in every sphere of huŵaŶ aĐtiǀitǇ͛. IŶ the keǇ teǆts ďǇ Meszaƌos hiŵself ;ϮϬϬϱͿ, OllŵaŶ 
;ϭϵϳϭͿ, aŶd “aǇeƌs ;ϮϬϭϭͿ it is eǆaĐtlǇ these faƌ ƌeaĐhiŶg iŵpliĐatioŶs of ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ 
which are examined. In this project in the context of life story work with a small group 
of liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌs the iŵpliĐatioŶs of the theoƌǇ of alieŶatioŶ as the ͚histoƌiĐal theoƌǇ 
of the self͛ ǁill ďe eǆaŵiŶed.  
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IŶ ͚EĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd PhilosophiĐ MaŶusĐƌipts of ϭϴϰϰ͛ Maƌǆ pƌeseŶts ǁhat ŵight ďe Đalled 
four facets of the alienated condition of humans living within capitalism. The first form 
of alieŶatioŶ ǁas that of the alieŶatioŶ of the ǁoƌkeƌ fƌoŵ the pƌoduĐt of laďouƌ ͚the 
worker is related to the product of his labour as to an alien object͛. Heƌe ǁe Ŷeed to 
make careful note of what Marx is arguing beĐause ǁheŶ he talks aďout the ͚pƌoduĐt 
of his laďouƌ͛ Maƌǆ is Ŷot siŵplǇ talkiŶg aďout oďjeĐts ǁhiĐh aƌe Đƌeated fƌoŵ ŵateƌials 
in the process of production. For Marx such objects are the realisation of the labour 
process. It is in this process that the worker comes into being and exists socially: work 
creates the worker. The life of the worker, as a worker becomes real, takes on form in 
exactly those processes of work. This itself constitutes a second facet of alienation as  
estrangement is manifested not only in the result but in the act of 
production – within the producing activity itself. How would the worker 
come to face the product of his activity as a stranger, were it not that in 
the very act of production he was estranging himself from himself? 
(Marx, 1844a/1998, pp. 73-74) 
Something of the extent of alienation or estrangement of labour under capitalism 
should now be emerging. That part of humanity which is in a vast majority under 
capitalism, the labouring classes, is estranged not only from what it produces but also 
from the process of its production.  
These two facets of alienation; from product and from the process of production will 
be used in the later chapter on managerialism in the lives of the literacy teachers 
examined in this project. In the Đhapteƌ oŶ ͚EstƌaŶged Laďouƌ͛ ;Maƌǆ, 1844a/1998) 
Marx mentions two more facets of alienation which are inextricably linked to the two 
alƌeadǇ ŵeŶtioŶed; MaŶ͛s alieŶatioŶ fƌoŵ ǁhat Maƌǆ Đalls ͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛, aŶd the 
alienation of man from man. Although in this project the focus will fall most heavily on 
the fiƌst tǁo foƌŵs of alieŶatioŶ aŶǇ ƌeadeƌ of the ͚MaŶusĐƌipts͛ ǁho is Ŷot hell ďeŶt 
on creating rigid taxonomies will see that all four facets of alienation fold into each 
other through very profound internal relations.  
For Marx alienation from the product of labour and from the process of its production 
leads oŶ to the alieŶatioŶ of ŵaŶ fƌoŵ his ͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛. This latteƌ teƌŵ Ŷeeds 
explaining. Marx argues that humanity itself, all that we hold to be truly human, as 
opposed to animal, in humankind has developed on the basis of the productive work to 
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transform the things found in the natural world so that life itself may be sustained. 
Elsewhere Marx refers to this as:  
...the universal condition for the metabolic interaction between man and 
nature, the everlasting nature imposed condition of human existence, and 
it is independent of every form of that existence, or rather it is common 
to all forms of society in which humans live. (Marx, 1887/1890, p.290) 
This evolving relationship to nature is what has brought and constitutes what we might 
call human development. It is this uniquely human relationship to the natural world that 
has made us, and continues to make us, human. This relationship to the natural world, 
the way in which humankind interacts with the natural world has evolved in history and 
has passed through various forms. The particular features and overall type of this 
pƌoduĐtiǀe ƌelatioŶship ǁith the Ŷatuƌal ǁoƌld ĐoŶstitute ǁhat Maƌǆ Đalls the ͚the ŵode 
of productioŶ͛. As has alƌeadǇ ďeeŶ aƌgued foƌ Maƌǆ the ͚ŵode of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ shapes the 
ǁhole eŶseŵďle of soĐial ƌelatioŶs iŶ ǁhiĐh iŶdiǀidual huŵaŶs liǀe. The ͚ŵode of 
pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ theƌefoƌe ĐoŶstitutes ͚a defiŶite foƌŵ of the aĐtiǀitǇ of these iŶdiǀiduals, a 
definite form of expressing their life, a definite mode of life on their part. (Emphasis as in 
original, Marx and Engels, 1845-1846, p. 42).  
IŶ the ͚MaŶusĐƌipts͛ Maƌǆ aƌgues that pƌoduĐtioŶ, uŶdeƌstood iŶ the ǁidest possiďle 
sense, is the expression of human life itself, therefore it also lies at the heart of what it 
ŵeaŶs to ďe huŵaŶ. It is this ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ ƌefeƌs to as huŵaŶkiŶd͛s ͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛ aŶd 
alienation from this constitutes the third facet of alienation: 
In estranging from man (1) nature and (2) himself, his own active 
functions, his life activity, estranged labour estranges the species from 
man. It turns for him the life of the species into a means of individual life. 
First it estranges the life of the species and individual life, and secondly it 
makes individual life in its abstract form the purpose of the life of the 
species, likewise in its abstract and estranged form. (Marx, 1844a/1998, 
p.76) 
A little later in the same chapter Marx almost in the form of an aphorism describes an 
effect of this form of alienation which will resonate with everyone who must sell their 
laďouƌ poǁeƌ to seĐuƌe a liǀiŶg ͚ Life itself appeaƌs oŶlǇ as a ŵeaŶs to life͛. CeƌtaiŶlǇ foƌ 
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all the adult literacy teachers interviewed as part of this project it is evident that their 
woƌk ǁhilst it foƌŵed aŶd shaped theiƌ ǁhole eǆisteŶĐe also appeaƌed ͚oŶlǇ as a ŵeaŶs 
to life͛. Foƌ these teaĐheƌs as foƌ so ŵaŶǇ otheƌs ͚life itself͛ appeaƌed to ďe pƌiŶĐipallǇ aŶ 
activity which took place in their free time. Paradoxically the teachers in this project all 
spoke of aŶ eŶoƌŵous ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to theiƌ studeŶts. That it has Đoŵe aďout that  ͚life 
itself͛, ͚laďouƌ͛, oƌ ͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛ appeaƌ to ŵost huŵaŶs oŶlǇ as a ͚ŵeaŶs to life͛ aŶd 
Ŷot as ͚life͛ itself ŵight ǁell ďe seeŶ as soŵethiŶg ǀeƌǇ stƌaŶge. It is in the very nature of 
the thing being discussed that it should simultaneously appear to be both normal and 
alien. 
IŶ the aƌguŵeŶt ǁhiĐh Maƌǆ deǀelops alieŶatioŶ of ŵaŶ fƌoŵ ͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛ eŶgeŶdeƌs 
the fouƌth faĐet of alieŶatioŶ the ͚estƌaŶgeŵeŶt of ŵaŶ fƌoŵ ŵaŶ͛ ;p.ϳϴͿ. We haǀe 
already argued that for Marx all human relations, even those which on the surface, 
appear to be most personal or private are in reality profoundly social. Putting this 
argument another way we might say that all human social life exists as a relationship to 
otheƌ huŵaŶs. If ŵaŶ is alieŶated fƌoŵ his ͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛, the pƌoduĐtioŶ pƌoĐesses, aŶd 
the product of his labour then it can only be the case that man is also alienated from 
other men. 
If a man is confronted by himself, he is confronted by the other man. 
What applies to a ŵaŶ͛s ƌelatioŶ to his ǁoƌk, to the pƌoduĐt of his laďouƌ 
aŶd to hiŵself, also holds of a ŵaŶ͛s ƌelatioŶ to the otheƌ, aŶd to the 
otheƌ ŵaŶ͛s laďouƌ aŶd oďjeĐt of laďouƌ ;Maƌǆ, 1844a, p.78). 
Crucial to this aƌguŵeŶt is the idea of alieŶatioŶ fƌoŵ ͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛. If this foƌŵ of 
alienation exists then it is logical by extension that man being estranged from that which 
essential to his own existence as a human being must be estranged from his fellow 
humans. Each of these fellow humans is, of course, similarly estranged from their 
͚speĐies ďeiŶg͛. IŶ the Đhapteƌs ǁhiĐh folloǁ this, espeĐiallǇ those oŶ ͚Class aŶd IdeŶtitǇ͛ 
aŶd ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ the ǁheels of ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ ǁill ďe ǁhiƌƌiŶg aǁaǇ iŶ the ďaĐkgƌouŶd. 
Alienation is indeed a strange thing so omnipresent as to rarely be apparent, it appears 
in the life stories here in much the same way that it is present in a Brecht play. Alienation 
is most apparent when there is the promise that though humane agency  it might be 
overcome.  
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Paul Beer 
 
Paul recently retired from his post as an FE lecturer and although he misses contact with 
students and colleagues he is happy.  He is now able to spend time doing things which 
were not possible whilst he was working. When he talks about being retired he points 
out that it was not until he retired that he fully realised how much of his time and 
eŶeƌgǇ ǁas speŶt ǁoƌkiŶg. Noǁ he eŶjoǇs ǁalkiŶg aŶd gaƌdeŶiŶg. Paul͛s ǁife continues 
to ǁoƌk foƌ a sŵall loĐal ĐoŵpaŶǇ. Paul͛s ĐhildƌeŶ ǁoƌk as sĐhool teaĐheƌs iŶ ThaŶet.  I 
spoke to Paul occasionally whilst he was working and meeting him now, after his 
retirement, I am impressed at how much younger he appears. In his voice there is a 
brightness which I do not remember.   It was the final decade of his career when Paul 
fouŶd hiŵself teaĐhiŶg ͚liteƌaĐǇ͛ iŶ a “kills foƌ Life foƌŵ ďut as he poiŶted out iŶ ouƌ 
interviews this was only the new name for it.  Looking back Paul thinks that he taught 
͚liteƌaĐǇ͛ iŶ oŶe foƌŵ oƌ aŶotheƌ foƌ alŵost tǁo deĐades ďefoƌe it ďeĐaŵe kŶoǁŶ as 
͚“kills foƌ Life͛.(C+I) 
 
As the iŶteƌǀieǁs pƌogƌessed I ďeĐaŵe aǁaƌe that Paul ǁas ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh aŶ ͚oďseƌǀeƌ͛ aŶd 
as he observed he made mental notes. Much of what he noted would have been 
considered unimportant by most people but in our interviews Paul enjoyed piecing 
together his thoughts and as an interviewer I had a very strong impression that although 
he was happy to talk he was very much in control of what he was and was not saying . 
(C+I) 
 
When Paul had first been approached he said that he would be interviewed in 
Canterbury one afternoon when he would have to go shopping. He explained that he 
would find out when the shopping trip was planned and he would tell me so that I could 
arrange a place for us to meet. A few days later he got back to me, we arranged to meet 
in the student refectory. It was the week before the end of term, with Christmas coming 
it seemed as though all classes had been cancelled. I set up the tape recorder as Paul 
looked out of the window. In the few minutes it took to get ready darkness fell. Paul was 
very cheery and appeared to be relishing the opportunity to tell me his story. 
 
Paul gave great importance to the type of details which other people I have interviewed 
do not mention. When discussing the problems of the ill fitting windows in the college 
 Paul Beer 
191 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
he had taught in Paul told me how it was possible to pass a piece of paper between the 
window pane and the frame. Although this must have happened some 25 years before I 
knew that this detail had been remembered and was a fact which had been stored so as 
to be produced in discussions such as this. (P) When talking about changes in the 
curriculum Paul was determined to establish whether something happened in 1981 or 
ϭϵϴϮ, oƌ to giǀe the eǆaĐt Ǉeaƌ ǁheŶ ͚O͛leǀels ďeĐaŵe GC“Es. Paul ǁas also ǀeƌǇ 
concerned that I did not form, as he saw it, an incorrect understanding of what he said.  
When discussing the broad question of whether it was better to work in FE in the 1980s 
or today he was very clear about it being better before but insistent that I should listen 
as he explained that it was not possible to give a simple one dimensional answer. In our 
discussion this was a theme he returned to several times.    
 
As I ǁoƌked thƌough the tƌaŶsĐƌipts of Paul͛s iŶteƌǀieǁs I ďeĐaŵe aǁaƌe of hoǁ 
painstaking he could be when trying to ensure that my impressions of what he was 
trying to say were as close as he could make them to his intentions.  Another key, 
ƌelated theŵe, ǁhiĐh eŵeƌged ǁas Paul͛s iŶsisteŶĐe that ͚ŵoƌe tiŵe ǁas Ŷeeded͛ foƌ 
things to be learnt or understood.  At several points in our interviews Paul drew 
attention to insufficient time being available for discussion, for the teaching of courses, 
or the drawing of conclusions.  When listening to Paul I was aware of my own 
impatience at certain points. Paul would explain things in what sometimes felt like 
excessive detail. Reading back over the transcripts I began to question why I felt that this 
detail was excessive. Where Paul gave detailed explanations it could be justified. An 
eǆaŵple ǁould ďe Paul͛s eǆplaŶatioŶ of the ƌeŶaŵiŶg of a depaƌtŵeŶt soŵetiŵe iŶ the 
eighties fƌoŵ ďeiŶg the ͚GeŶeƌal EduĐatioŶ DepaƌtŵeŶt͛ to ďeiŶg the ͚AĐadeŵiĐ “tudies 
DepaƌtŵeŶt͛. Although Paul did Ŷot ŵake the poiŶt eǆpliĐitlǇ I feel that this ͚detail͛ ǁas 
iŶ faĐt ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt.  The ͚GeŶeƌal EduĐatioŶ DepaƌtŵeŶt͛ taught a ƌaŶge of aƌts, 
science, and social science courses as part of what was considered to be necessary for a 
rounded general education. With the renaming there was a strong implication that these 
͚geŶeƌal͛ suďjeĐts ǁeƌe Ŷoǁ ďeiŶg ǀieǁed as speĐialist ͚aĐadeŵiĐ͛ suďjeĐts.  
 
Paul drew attention to how over the years, the curriculum of the college had become 
ŵuĐh ŵoƌe ĐoŶĐeŶtƌated iŶ ǀoĐatioŶal suďjeĐts ǁith ͚geŶeƌal͛ aŶd ͚aĐadeŵiĐ͛ suďjeĐts 
ďeĐoŵiŶg ŵaƌgiŶal. He also poiŶted out hoǁ the eǆpaŶsioŶ of the ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ ageŶda 
signalled that literacy and numeracy were seen increasingly as necessary support for 
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ǀoĐatioŶal pƌepaƌatioŶ ƌatheƌ thaŶ as eŶtƌǇ poiŶts to the ͚Aƌts͛ oƌ ͚“ĐieŶĐes͛. It ǁould Ŷot 
be an exaggeration to say that today in the college Paul worked in any teaching which is 
not demonstrablǇ ͚ǀoĐatioŶal͛ is seeŶ as ďeiŶg iŶdulgeŶt.(C+I) 
 
Paul in response to my prompts in his interview responded differently to the questions 
about his personal life story and professional life story. Paul began with the story of his 
professional life and then went back to so to speak about the time before that.  He 
especially remembered his own difficulties in school and later in university and it was 
easy to see how these might well have shaped his attitudes towards his own students.  
 
Paul came into teaching thƌough ǁhat he Ŷoǁ ĐoŶsideƌs to ďe ͚a ďit of a fluke͛. He had 
graduated from University in London in the mid 1960s. His degree was in Engineering 
and had things gone differently he would have continued to study for an MSc. in the 
same subject.  At the time of his graduation Paul had a girlfriend who was completing a 
PGCE and together they planned to emigrate to New Zealand a country for which Paul 
had alǁaǇs held a fasĐiŶatioŶ.  Paul took up ǁhat he Đalls his ͚histoƌiĐ͛ suŵŵeƌ joď 
working on the cross Channel hovercraft.   He applied for a PGCE at the Institute of 
Education in London so as to be close to his girlfriend but never received a reply.  
Canterbury Christ Church offered him a place for the following year as his application 
was late and so Paul decided to stay on in Thanet working on the hovercraft and living at 
home. At this time wages for most workers involved in Channel crossings were 
considered to be good and certainly compared well with similar work based on land. As 
Paul points out the downside was the pattern of shift working.  Many saw the shift work 
as disruptive of personal life as it was not unusual to spend days or even weeks away 
from home. For a young man trying to save money for a life abroad the higher wages 
were attractive.  (P) 
 
In the autuŵŶ afteƌ ĐoŵpletiŶg his degƌee tǁo ĐƌuĐial thiŶgs happeŶed iŶ Paul͛s life. The 
relationship between Paul and his girlfriend came to an end. From his description it 
appears to have petered out rather than to have come to a clear finish and although it 
must have been a serious thing at the time Paul now talks about its ending without great 
feeling, it is now important only in the explanation of how he entered the world of FE.  
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Shortly after the prospect of a move to New Zealand disappeared Paul noticed an advert 
in the local newspaper for someone to fill a temporary post as a science teacher at his 
local FE College. He applied and heard nothing during the weeks leading up to Christmas. 
IŵŵediatelǇ afteƌ Neǁ Yeaƌ͛s DaǇ Paul ƌeĐeiǀed a letteƌ askiŶg hiŵ to attend an 
interview on the first Thursday of the year.    He did so and was asked to begin work on 
the following Monday which was the first day of term. As Paul told his story he pointed 
out that when comparing FE as it was before and now this is a feature that has never 
changed: the managers are aware of something that needs to be done, in this case to 
find a replacement teacher to cover maternity leave, nothing is done for months, and 
then at the 11th, 12th, or 13th hour, there is a frantic rush. (M) 
 
Paul explained how the ferry company were as helpful as they could be allowing him to 
swap shifts, take leave, work weekends etc.  so as to provide them with something like 
his expected period of notice. He began work on the Monday after his interview and 
taught at the same college with one three year break (while he taught at a similar 
college) for the rest of his working life.  Remembering the chaos of the first months and 
the College͛s iŶaďilitǇ to pƌepaƌe foƌ the ŵateƌŶitǇ leaǀe despite haǀiŶg seǀeƌal ŵoŶths͛ 
notice Paul pointed out that  
 
So I duly had my welcome letter from the principal and from the county 
authorities.  I got my contract for essentially a probation and it was 
folloǁed up a Ǉeaƌ lateƌ ǁith the full ĐoŶtƌaĐt oƌ peƌŵaŶeŶt let͛s saǇ. “o 
that is where, how I started at the college  ....  in terms of planning, 
anticipating, and getting things in place so that not everything is a last 
ŵiŶute ƌush to iŶteƌǀieǁ aŶd appoiŶt people Ŷot a lot has ĐhaŶged.͛ 
 
In other ways according to Paul much has changed. Paul received a letter from the 
college and the local authority offering him a post which he says, had an air of prestige 
and permanence. Paul contrasts this to his latter days in FE when people, including him 
were regularly asked to re-apply for theiƌ posts. As Paul poiŶted out his ͚silǀeƌ ďook͛ 
contract had disappeared by the mid nineties.(M) 
 
Although in his interviews Paul never talked in such terms the end of his dream of 
moving to New Zealand with his girlfriend and the start of his work at the local FE 
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College meant that Paul was never to leave Thanet again for any period longer than a 
holiday.  His walking and interest in local affairs meant that he developed an 
extraordinarily acute appreciation of its geography, buildings and street names.  
 
Paul describes his early years as a lecturer in very positive, though realistic, terms.  He 
taught on a range of courses most of which took him away from the area of expertise in 
his first degree, but he enjoyed this and more than once in our interviews pointed out 
that iŶ those daǇs theƌe ǁas ͚tiŵe͛ to pƌepaƌe aŶd deǀelop Đouƌses. Foƌ Paul ǁhat ǁas 
especially important appears to have been the contact time which lecturers had with 
studeŶts. Paul speĐifiĐallǇ ŵeŶtioŶs hoǁ oŶ ͚A͛ leǀel Đouƌses tutoƌs had seven and a half 
hours a week  of contact time plus more time set aside for library study periods whilst 
͚O͛ leǀel studeŶts had houƌ aŶd a half houƌs peƌ ǁeek peƌ suďjeĐt. Paul feels that this is 
far better than the teaching time allowed for similar courses today. (M) 
 
Paul talks aďout his fiƌst eǆpeƌieŶĐe of teaĐhiŶg ǁhat todaǇ ǁould ďe Đalled ͚liteƌaĐǇ͛  as 
happeŶiŶg ǁheŶ eaƌlǇ iŶ his Đaƌeeƌ  he aloŶg ǁith ͚a teaŵ of aďout siǆ oƌ seǀeŶ of us͛ 
was asked to put together a programme of CPVE. Paul remembered the acronym of the 
course but it took a little while to remember the full title which was Certificate in Pre 
VoĐatioŶal EduĐatioŶ.  As Paul puts it the Đouƌse ǁas desigŶed foƌ ͚the aǁkǁaƌd sƋuad  
...the disenchanted. It was almost an attempt to create an alteƌŶatiǀe ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ͛.  Fƌoŵ 
a contemporary perspective it is interesting to note that the team of six or seven were 
given a week to design and put together a course. From what Paul said I understood that 
as it was a new venture for the college the six or seven were given a week without other 
teaching duties to prepare the course, furthermore they were given almost complete 
fƌeedoŵ. TheǇ had to Đƌeate a ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ ͚foƌ the studeŶts ďasiĐallǇ to do ǁhateǀeƌ ǁe 
Đould to eŶgage theŵ͛. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Paul this was in the early 1980s and represented 
the first attempt by the general education department to engage with disaffected young 
people ǁho ǁeƌe Ŷot at a leǀel fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh theǇ Đould studǇ the ͚O͛ leǀel ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ. 
Today teachers would be unlikely to be given this much time to prepare their own 
course. (M) 
 
Paul spent the best part of the next three decades working with students who had left 
secondary school without the qualifications deemed to be the minimum necessary to 
progress in education.  Paul felt that in the early years the students he worked with, 
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although they were at least nominally the same as those of later years were in fact more 
opeŶ to ͚eduĐatioŶ͛ although offiĐiallǇ Đlassed as ͚disaffeĐted͛ oƌ siŵilaƌ.  As Paul puts it: 
 
EǀeŶ if theǇ ǁeƌe those that had got gƌades, ͚O͛ leǀel gƌades, theǇ ǁould 
be head and shoulders above the sort of typical entry on the new college 
programmes these days. Pro- ƌata ..... I ŵeaŶ I͛ŵ ĐoŶǀiŶĐed of that. (C+I) 
 
It is ŶotoƌiouslǇ diffiĐult, if Ŷot iŵpossiďle aŶd poiŶtless to tƌǇ aŶd Đoŵpaƌe todaǇ͛s 
students with those of past years but it is important to consider carefully the opinion of 
a teaĐheƌ ǁho dediĐated so ŵaŶǇ Ǉeaƌs to the eduĐatioŶ of the ͚diseŶĐhaŶted͛.  Paul 
would occasionally despair of the young people he worked with but he never spoke of 
them disrespectfully. From the interviews it emerges that Paul believes that on the 
whole more of the young people he worked with in the latter days of his career were 
ŵoƌe deeplǇ ͚diseŶgaged͛ aŶd ŵoƌe thoƌoughlǇ estƌaŶged fƌoŵ the ǁoƌld of leaƌŶiŶg 
than had been the case in the early part of his career.   
 
Paul was made Course Leader for CPVE, because of the mixture of students in the class 
including some who were slightly older than him the average age of the class was a year 
or two less than his own age. Among the students of those early days Paul gave 
particular mention to students who he assumes now were in Britain as refugees he 
particularly mentioned Iraqi women, and Thai students who he believed were also 
refugees. In one particular case he mentions students from Thailand: 
 
I will say this out loud  we also had a fair number over the course of two 
or three years who were from  Thailand at the time that Thailand had its 
considerable convulsions...no one knows....I know I had one lad who was 
quite badly scarred , one can only imagine what might have gone on. 
 
Paul either knew or assumed that this young man was a victim of torture. What 
remained with me was the deep loathing which Paul felt towards any idea of torture. His 
compassion for the young Thai  was mixed with incomprehension Paul could not 
conceive of being cruel to anyone. It was also apparent that he was shocked that a 
probable victim of torture could be present in his class in Thanet. Paul also pointed out 
that the well recognised contemporary problem of hostilitǇ toǁaƌds ͚foƌeigŶeƌs͛ iŶ 
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ThaŶet ǁas less ŶotiĐeaďle ͚ďaĐk theŶ͛. Whilst Paul ǁas ǀeƌǇ ĐoŶsĐiouslǇ deteƌŵiŶed Ŷot 
to ďe ƌaĐist, aŶd ǁas aŶgeƌed ďǇ ͚foƌeigŶeƌs͛ ďeiŶg tƌeated as he ďelieǀed uŶfaiƌlǇ he like 
others interviewed for this project objected to ThaŶet ďeiŶg tƌeated as a ͚duŵpiŶg 
gƌouŶd͛.  (C+I) 
 
In the College at this time lessons were at fixed times and a bell sounded the end of each 
lesson, there was also a lunch hour and the last bell of the day sounded some time after 
fouƌ aŶd ŵaƌked ͚hoŵe tiŵe͛.  I aŵ Ŷot aǁaƌe of aŶǇ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ FE Đollege usiŶg the 
bell system to organise the day. Paul also drew attention to some extraordinarily large 
Đlasses iŶ the eighties.  He paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ƌeŵeŵďeƌs oŶe paƌtiĐulaƌ ͚A͛ leǀel laǁ Đlass ǁith 
over fifty students.  As Paul talked about the early eighties and the beginnings, for him, 
of what he saw as literacy teaching it is evident that although he thought that the 
contemporary situation was poorer in most regards his memories of the early eighties 
are certainly not of a magical lost time.  Indeed when talking about the life of a teacher 
in Colleges prior to incorporation, before the 1st April 1993,  Paul points out that in some 
regards incorporation improved things considerably. When comparing modern college 
buildings to those he worked in prior to incorporation he said the following: 
 
Forget the buildings the only room with double glazing in it was the old 
operating theatre. ...one of the double glazed units was half full of water, 
the walls beneath the windows were absolutely saturated, shelves had 
been put up with ordinary steel screws , these screws were totally 
corroded inside three years , very often we had water coming in through 
the roof  ... you could pass a sheet of paper between the glass of the 
window and its frame , the temperature would vary from being 
unbearable and not being able to cool it sufficiently in the summer to 
ďeiŶg uŶďeaƌaďle ďeĐause iŶ ǁiŶteƌ Ǉou ǁouldŶ͛t get a teŵpeƌatuƌe 
much above zero.(M) 
 
As Paul spoke about the these conditions I had a feeling that the point about steel 
screws rusting out within three years was a fact he had stored for  about twenty years . 
Paul liked facts. I know he has an interest in map reading and now as I read the 
transcripts of his interviews I feel that these ͚faĐts͛ fuŶĐtioŶ as a laŶdŵaƌk does foƌ aŶ 
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oƌieŶteeƌ.  Whateǀeƌ ŵight happeŶ oŶe͛s pƌeseŶt positioŶ ĐaŶ ďe ĐalĐulated thƌough the 
triangulation of facts.  
 
In the less than perfect world of FE in the 1980s but he seemed to think that, for him at 
least, there had been more of a sense of purpose and a feeling of belonging to a college 
he says of the part of the college which dealt with academic subjects: 
 
there was a buzz, a very, very good rapport between the staff and the 
students and I think it was probably quite different to the rest of the 
college the fact that we were separated ... there was actually...there was 
actually quite a difference between the business and the general studies 
sections both between staff and outlooks and between the students but 
the feel ǁas ǀeƌǇ, ǀeƌǇ good, ǀeƌǇ positiǀe.͛(C+I) 
 
Paul did not find it easy, perhaps not even possible, to give an explanation of why he felt 
there had been such a positive atmosphere in the eighties though it was clear that he 
felt that this was certainly not the case in later years.   
 
WheŶ Paul talks aďout the old stǇle of ͚pƌe – iŶĐoƌpoƌatioŶ͛ ŵaŶageŵeŶt of the FE 
college he worked in terms which defy easy categorisation. He very definitely does not 
see the past as a disappeared golden age, and he talks about certain aspects of the past 
iŶ teƌŵs ǁhiĐh aƌe ƌeallǇ dauŶtiŶg. Moƌe thaŶ oŶĐe he talks aďout ͚CouŶtǇ͛ iŶ ǀeƌǇ 
critical ways. Whatever criticisms are levelled against post incorporation college 
management one never hears from Paul, or indeed anyone else, any hint of a lament for 
the passiŶg of ͚CouŶtǇ͛ ĐoŶtƌol. Paul ǁas aǁaƌe that ǁheŶ he talked aďout ͚CouŶtǇ͛ aŶd 
the organisation of the college before incorporation that most of his colleagues found 
such talk recondite, quite possibly tedious. I too found myself challenging the same 
feeliŶgs as Paul spoke, I asked ŵǇself ͚hoǁ is this ƌeleǀaŶt͛ aŶd theŶ Đaŵe a ƌealizatioŶ. 
The historical depthlessness of contemporary thinking within Further Education is itself a 
product of the new order.  There is no past; each new initiative bleaches away without 
tƌaĐe that ǁhiĐh it ƌeplaĐes aŶd theƌe aƌe feǁ people ǁho hold the ŵeŵoƌǇ of ͚that͛ 
ǁhiĐh Đaŵe ďefoƌe ͚this͛. (C+I, M) 
 
As an instance of the type of thinking of the old management of FE Paul recalls how staff 
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members at the college in the early nineteen eighties were not allowed beards. 
Academic staff were allowed moustaches but even this was not permitted in the 
catering section of the college. Paul told the story of a member of staff in the catering 
section who worked continuously with the public and who suffered hair loss through 
illness. The principal of the college insisted that this man wear a wig. As his hair grew 
baĐk the pƌiŶĐipal ĐoŶtiŶued to iŶsist that he ǁoƌe a ǁig as duƌiŶg this ŵaŶ͛s ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ 
his own hair re-grew somewhat patchily. As Paul tells it:  
He had alopecia .... and obviously had lost all his hair, and he was 
effectively bullied into having to wear a wig.  Which probably...That was 
a kŶoĐk doǁŶ .... foƌ soŵeďodǇ ďald headed it pƌoďaďlǇ ǁasŶ͛t a 
particular problem or issue for him at that early stage, when there was a 
total loss of hair, but when his hair started to grow back he actually said 
he didŶ͛t want to wear the wig because obviously he was hoping that his 
hair would fully grow back, it never did unfortunately. (M, C+I) 
 
Paul remembers the principal as being aloof, perhaps even imperious. The staff had 
little to do with the principal who would come into classrooms when taking visitors 
around the college offer no greetings to students or the teacher and then would leave 
without an introduction, apology or explanation:  
 
If the principal walked in a room everybody stood up to attention in the 
classrooŵ, theƌe ǁas Ŷo ďǇ Ǉouƌ leaǀe fƌoŵ hiŵ iŶ teƌŵs of ͚oh, eǆĐuse 
ŵe͛ oƌ ǁhateǀeƌ, if he ǁas shoǁiŶg guests aƌouŶd he ǁould just ǁalk iŶto 
a room with the guests, talk to the guests and so on and show no 
recognition of the teacher..... (M) 
 
Paul remembers that the principal had been a steward and he believes, but cannot be 
sure, that he had no background whatsoever in education. This is itself an indication of 
the nature of the regime as Paul was generally fastidious in finding out about the 
credentials of senior managers. Even though Paul did not like the principal he recalls an 
incident when a member of the support staff was concerned about his wife who was 
suffering from a serious illness. This member of staff seems to have been permitted a 
great deal of time off work without loss of pay. When the man returned to work the 
pƌiŶĐipal eŶƋuiƌed afteƌ his ǁife͛s health. What is ƌeŵaƌkaďle aďout this is that foƌ Paul 
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this contrasts with what he believes would happen today. Paul tells the story in the 
following way: 
 
He was a steward that was his background, who rose to become principal 
of a college.  Now whether he was a steward on the boats like a certain 
Loƌd PƌesĐott oƌ a steǁaƌd iŶ soŵe otheƌ ƌespeĐt I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ.  I ŵeaŶ I 
always found him aloof; he rarely visited the site where I worked anyway.  
But one of our sort of construction technicians  would not  have a bad 
word said against him which would suggest another side  and the fact that 
ǁheŶ this teĐhŶiĐiaŶ͛s ǁife ǁas ǀeƌǇ ill the pƌiŶĐipal said ͚ǁell  ǁhǇ aƌe 
you heƌe, go oŶ hoŵe͛ aŶd ǁheŶ he Đaŵe ďaĐk he did eŶƋuiƌe aŶd so oŶ 
so there is a different sort of cultural, social, time element to it but there 
again you see, the principal is the figurehead, and that authority figure, 
aŶd that ǁouldŶ͛t ďe uŶusual, eǀeŶ though that was the seventies  into 
the eighties, that ǁouldŶ͛t ďe uŶusual  foƌ that soƌt of authoƌitǇ figuƌe. 
That sort of deference in society was still around.  (M) 
 
Paul͛s geŶeƌallǇ positiǀe ŵeŵoƌies of teaĐhiŶg liteƌaĐǇ ďefoƌe the iŶĐoƌpoƌatioŶ of the 
Đollege aƌe ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ teŵpeƌed ďǇ his ƌeĐalliŶg that ͚ĐouŶtǇ͛ ǁas sĐaƌĐelǇ aŶ iŶspiƌiŶg 
employer and his attitude toward the pre-incorporation management of the college 
might be described as disdainful.  
 
Paul could scarcely be drawn into talking about the college management after 
incorporation. I assumed that he found it difficult. He was prepared to discuss teaching 
and changes in what he saw as the type of work done by teachers. Away from the tape 
ƌeĐoƌdeƌ he said to ŵe thiŶgs suĐh as ͚You kŶoǁ ǁhat it is like͛ oƌ I͛ŵ ƌetiƌed Ŷoǁ so it 
doesŶ͛t ŵatteƌ͛. Neǀeƌtheless he ǁould fƌoŵ tiŵe to tiŵe pass ĐoŵŵeŶts oŶ thiŶgs at 
the college which signalled a mixture of despair and loathing but above all an 
encompassing disappointment. Towards the end of the last interview Paul responded to 
a question of mine about contemporary managers and expressed an opinion that they 
managed as though they were not part of the college. The college was the thing they 
managed without caring about what it did. As an example of such an attitude Paul told 
the following story which clearly delighted him as it encapsulates an outlook which he 
found mystifying.  
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In the early days of OFSTED inspection, in preparation for their first inspection  the 
college managers prepared a Self Assessment Report (SAR). The managers understood 
that OFSTED took a dim view of colleges rating themselves too highly as this would 
indicate that they set themselves standards which were too low. An order was given out 
that each section of the college was to grade itself Ŷo higheƌ thaŶ ͚ϯ͛ oŶ a sĐale of oŶe to 
seǀeŶ, ŵost depaƌtŵeŶt ǁeƌe giǀeŶ Đleaƌ oƌdeƌs to gƌade theŵselǀes as ͚ϰ͛ aŶd to giǀe a 
plaŶ of hoǁ theǇ ǁould  ͚pull theiƌ soĐks up͛.  It dulǇ passed that alŵost all the seĐtioŶ 
managers graded their sectioŶ oƌ depaƌtŵeŶt of the Đollege as a ͚ϰ͛. OǀeƌǁhelŵiŶglǇ the 
Đollege offiĐiallǇ gƌaded itself as ŵedioĐƌe. Paul laughed as he ƌeĐouŶted eǀeƌǇoŶe͛s 
suƌpƌise ǁheŶ theǇ disĐoǀeƌed that the ŵaŶageƌ͛s had aǁaƌded theŵselǀes  a ͚ϭ͛ foƌ 
͚MaŶageŵeŶt aŶd Leadeƌship͛. As Paul said to ŵe ͚get Ǉouƌ head ƌouŶd that͛. 
 
At a point quite late into our conversations Paul started to talk about the historic 
dimension of his link to Thanet, going back to a point before where he had initially 
started his story in his graduation year.  
 
Paul was born in London but his father worked in the British colonial administration in 
Guyana. He thinks that he first went to Guyana when he was two when his mother 
joined his father. He stayed in Guyana until he was ten and remembers his final summer 
holiday visit to London in 1963. He saw his trips to Britain as visits to a foreign country 
ǁhiĐh ǁas Ŷeǀeƌtheless his paƌeŶts͛ hoŵe. Paul͛s gƌaŶdŵotheƌ liǀed iŶ ThaŶet ďut Paul 
knows little about her. Her father had been wealthy and owned several garages. Paul 
ďelieǀes that he ǁas ƌuiŶed ďǇ pƌoďleŵs ǁith taǆ ǁith the ƌesult that Paul͛s 
grandmother was left nothing in his will. Through some strange process which Paul 
kŶoǁs ŶothiŶg aďout ͚a Đouple͛ left Paul͛s gƌaŶdŵotheƌ a Đottage iŶ ‘aŵsgate. Paul 
believes that this happened in the early 1950s. Paul also knows that his grandmother 
worked through the war years in the NAAFI at RAF Sandwich a radar station long since 
disappeaƌed ďut ǁhiĐh ǁas ĐƌuĐial duƌiŶg the ǁaƌ Ǉeaƌs foƌ its paƌt iŶ ͚GƌouŶd CoŶtƌol 
IŶteƌĐept͛. 
 
Paul͛s fatheƌ deĐided to leaǀe GuǇaŶa a feǁ Ǉeaƌs ďefoƌe iŶdepeŶdeŶĐe soŵetiŵe 
around 1960.  Paul was ten. He remembers that his dad wrote several hundred of letters 
of application for posts in Britain.  Every night he drove to the main airport to post his 
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letters and to receive the latest newspapers which he would then look through and 
ďegiŶ agaiŶ the ĐǇĐle of letteƌ ǁƌitiŶg. I fouŶd this sŵall fƌagŵeŶt of Paul͛s stoƌǇ to ďe 
very evocative.  I imagined the junior colonial official driving his Morris Minor each night 
to the airport in the tropical sunset feeling increasingly desperate about his return to the 
country whose interests he was serving so far from home: 
 
... he was working for the British government and then subsequently 
contracted through an agency with the Guyana government, people 
eŵploǇed at the tiŵe he ǁas ǁeƌe oŶ a Ǉeaƌ͛s ŶotiĐe, aŶd iŶ that Ǉeaƌ he 
wrote hundreds of letters, he had a car, so he was able to get the daily 
papeƌ, he ǁould go out to the aiƌpoƌt to get that daǇ͛s paper, see the 
adverts, he would then write, he wrote hundreds of letters in that year, 
and had absolutely nothing.  He came home about three months before 
the end of the notice period so he took his leave until the end of his 
notice. (C+I) 
 
Paul was sent back to England slightly ahead of his parents.  He started to attend a 
boarding school in Westgate-on -Sea.  This was to be a fairly miserable experience.  
Catherine whose story is also told here attended another, more up market, boarding 
school in the same small town.  According to Paul there were at that time several of 
these boarding schools in the area. It appears that his school Canterbury House was run 
by retired army officers who Paul thinks were probably not trained teachers: 
 
... the actual buildings they were never owned by the family who ran the 
school, they actually owned the house just off the seafront.  But, so by 
chance I ended up there  and I know my parents looked at other  boarding 
schools and in fact this may be interesting in the way that it was run or 
Ŷot is the faĐt that I ǁasŶ͛t  eǀeŶ, ǁouldŶ͛t haǀe ďeeŶ ĐoŶsideƌed foƌ 
otheƌ ďoaƌdiŶg sĐhools ďeĐause I ĐouldŶ͛t ƌead.(C+I) 
 
Paul does not understand why he had the problem with reading but it seems to have 
been traumatic. From about the age of seǀeŶ Paul͛s paƌeŶts had ďeeŶ aǁaƌe of his 
problems as he had not learnt to read in the colonial schools. Paul revealed that when 
his parents tried to place him in a prestigious public school in England he was asked to 
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read at the initial interview. When he failed the headmaster was dismissive and this 
spuƌƌed Paul͛s fatheƌ to tƌǇ to teaĐh hiŵ to ƌead.  
 
I ǁeŶt to oŶe Đlose to CaŶteƌďuƌǇ I doŶ͛t ƌeŵeŵďeƌ eǆaĐtlǇ ǁhat it ǁas 
called then but that was one of them. I remember being interviewed and 
then them ǁaŶtiŶg ŵe to ƌead soŵethiŶg aŶd I ĐouldŶ͛t, I thiŶk that 
maybe the one where the head was so – ͚oh Ǉou ĐaŶ Đoŵe ďaĐk agaiŶ 
ǁheŶ Ǉou ĐaŶ ƌead͛ that soƌt of thiŶg. AŶd theƌeafteƌ ŵǇ fatheƌ tƌied to 
teaĐh ŵe to ƌead iŶ the fƌoŶt ƌooŵ at ŵǇ gƌaŶdŵotheƌ͛s Đottage  with me 
in tears and apparently my mother and my  grandmother in tears  in the 
back room because I was in tears in the front room. 
 
Paul believes that he has never been able to read as well as most people though he does 
talk aďout ďeiŶg aďle to ͚stƌuggle thƌough͛ thiŶgs todaǇ. He Ŷeǀeƌ ƌeads foƌ pleasuƌe. He 
revealed that he read his first book when he was either eleven or twelve years old. The 
ďook ǁas ͚“he͛ ďǇ ‘ideƌ Haggaƌd, he ƌead it ďeĐause ͚it ǁas oŶ the shelf͛ at his 
gƌaŶdŵotheƌ͛s house aŶd he ǁas drawn to it because it reminded him of the jungles and 
mountains of his childhood in Guyana. Paul feels that his problems with reading can be 
of some use to him when he works with students who experience some broadly similar 
problems.  
 
I could always use the lack of reading with students who are very poor 
readers and so on and even today, I mean I tend to read every word, if I 
ƌead aŶǇthiŶg, I ƌead eǀeƌǇ ǁoƌd, if I͛ŵ uŶdeƌ pƌessuƌe If I͛ŵ tƌǇiŶg to 
prepare something for class then yes I can skip, filter out what is the most 
iŵpoƌtaŶt, ďut I doŶ͛t ƌead foƌ eŶjoǇŵeŶt geŶeƌallǇ ... to aĐtuallǇ ƌead 
books is very rare, there needs to be some reason for doing it because I 
doŶ͛t teŶd to ƌead foƌ eŶjoǇŵeŶt iŶ that ŵaŶŶeƌ ďut I͛ǀe ďeeŶ aďle theŶ 
to use that I suppose when I have worked with students. 
 
It is not possible in this excerpt from a transcription to capture the emotional intensity 
of Paul͛s ƌeŵaƌks aďout his stƌuggle ǁith ƌeadiŶg ďut it is ĐleaƌlǇ soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh he still 
views as a major shortcoming and in particular his dislike of the attitude displayed by the 
 Paul Beer 
203 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
headŵasteƌ ǁith his ͚oh Ǉou ĐaŶ Đoŵe ďaĐk agaiŶ ǁheŶ Ǉou ĐaŶ ƌead͛ ǁas full of a sad 
redolence.  
 
Paul progressed through secondary school without too many problems as he excelled in 
maths, technical drawing and more practical scientific type subjects. He recalled his 
schooldays without enthusiasm and at times appeared to find discussing this as tedious; 
the only sparkle which entered his account was connected with cricket which he played 
well.  
 
As we approached the final part of our last interview I tried to draw Paul out n the 
subject of the changes he had witnessed in his work. I asked if he thought the college 
had been a more or less liberal place when he started compared to when he retired 
from working.  
 
... theƌe͛s a Ǉes aŶd a Ŷo.  Noǁ Ǉou had the ĐhaiƌŵaŶ of the goǀeƌŶoƌs, so 
he was almost always there, there were six  people,  I think it was six, 
certainly and there were staff members whose opinion counted. The 
meetings were clerked by somebody from KCC (Kent County Council I.J.) 
and the principal was there.  You could discuss virtually anything but 
remember of course the college was run by county ... sort of more 
democratic in a sense...If you had issues you could discuss them there and 
if the governors saw fit that there was a genuine issue, they wanted it 
resolved and they directed the principal. (M) 
 
AgaiŶst the idea of a ŵoƌe ͚deŵoĐƌatiĐ͛ Đollege Paul had alƌeadǇ offeƌed the stoƌǇ of the 
staff member forced to wear a wig and the disregard shown by the principal when 
entering classrooms. One unexpected and counter intuitive opinion which Paul offered 
was that the college of the days before incorporation was a place where relations 
between staff and students were closer and easier than is the case today.  
 
͚it ǁas Ƌuite liďeƌal iŶ teƌŵs of the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ the staff aŶd 
students because the staff room was next to the refectory which was 
the common room for the students.  If we were walking through the 
students could always collar us͛ 
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It is worth noting that in many FE Colleges today there is no staff room as such, but Paul 
points out that in the past the staff room would be full before classes started, at 
lunchtime and for a short period after classes finished in the afternoon.  
 
In our final interview Paul Beer set me the task of trying to understand how the 
management of the college in which he worked could have awarded themselves a 
͚Gƌade ϭ͛ foƌ ͚MaŶageŵeŶt aŶd Leadeƌship͛ ǁhilst iŶsistiŶg that the Đollege ǁhiĐh theǇ 
managed could Ŷot ďe gƌaded higheƌ thaŶ a ͚ϯ͛. Like the stoƌǇ aďout the ǁig, aŶd the 
story about the screws rusting after 3 years Paul had clearly saved this story and relished 
setting me the problem of trying to understand how this could happen. It was his final 
comment on the college leaders and when he told me about this episode he asked me to 
͚figuƌe it out͛. The ĐhalleŶge has ďeeŶ fƌuitful aŶd offeƌed a ǁaǇ iŶto thiŶkiŶg aďout 
͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛. Paul͛s is at the heaƌt of the Đhapteƌ oŶ  ͚The ŵaŶageŵeŶt of illusioŶs͛.  
 
In trying to sum up Paul Beers comments story there is a real risk of imposing 
judgeŵeŶts oŶ eǀeŶts aŶd deǀelopŵeŶts ǁhiĐh aƌe Ŷot Paul͛s. He ǁas ƌeluĐtaŶt at ŵost 
points to say anything which could be seen as definitive, his declared reluctance to say 
whether the college was more or less liberal today than before is a good example.  I am 
prepared to hazard one opinion in summation. I think Paul felt that over his working life 
the sense that in some ways the college belonged to its staff and students was reduced 
and in its stead there was a strengthening of the feeling that the college staff worked for 
the ŵaŶageŵeŶt. IŶ ŵǇ ŵiŶd this ĐoŶtƌiďuted to ǁhat I felt to ďe Paul͛s feeliŶg of 
disappointment over how things had worked out in FE.  
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Susan Moore 
 
Initially Susan appears to be a person who could be quite tough if she thought it 
necessary. As our discussions continued and I felt that I was getting to know her better 
this toughness appeared to be a defence: necessary for a person who revealed herself to 
be gentle and idealistic working in an environment where those qualities might be 
exploited.  As I talked to her and later listened repeatedly to the recordings and read and 
re-read the transcripts of our interviews I felt that Susan had made firm decisions about 
what she would say, and the areas she was, and was not, prepared to talk about. My 
feeling is that she kept to this. I wanted to know more about some parts of her life but I 
did not try to frame questions which would lead into these areas, if I sensed that Susan 
did not want these to form part of the discussion. When I had got to know Susan better I 
ventured a question about her being slightly reticent and whether she had held herself 
back at the start of our discussions. She was aware of this and explained that my 
impression that she held back was perhaps accurate. 
 
I thiŶk I do.  Yeah, I thiŶk I do.  I thiŶk I͛ŵ a ďit of a fƌee spiƌit aŶd, it 
depeŶds ǁho I͛ŵ ǁith ƌeallǇ, I kiŶd of like to oďseƌǀe the situatioŶ ďefore 
I let myself go, if that makes any sense.  If I feel comfortable with people 
theŶ Ǉeah, I aŵ ŵe, if Ŷot I͛ŵ Ƌuite Ƌuiet.   
 
I had explained to Susan that the research project was concerned with the lives of 
literacy teachers living and working in Thanet. She intended quite reasonably to treat 
this as a type of brief and what she said largely kept to this.  
 
Susan is in her forties.  I have seen Susan in her place of work and the impression there 
is of someone far more circumspect than is the case when I have met her for these 
interviews. She has a striking appearance and the clothes she wears to work and her 
overall presentation are probably more restrained than they would be if she had a free 
choice. As she said above she gives the impression that when necessary or advisable she 
is adept at muting herself in order that she should not stand out in a way that would 
attract attention.   
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Susan appears to keep her home and work life separate. Although in the interview it was 
necessary for Susan to traverse this division I feel that the text we produced would in 
heƌ opiŶioŶ ďe oǀeƌǁhelŵiŶglǇ ƌooted iŶ the teƌƌitoƌǇ of ͚ǁoƌk͛.  
 
Susan comes from Sandwich a small town with a history stretching back at least to 
Roman times. It was still in the twentieth century a busy though small port and even 
today there is trade conducted through the harbour.  Sandwich appears genteel to the 
ǀisitoƌ, it is hoŵe to oŶe of BƌitaiŶ͛s ŵost eǆĐlusiǀe golf Đouƌses ďut as iŶ alŵost all of 
the towns along this coast there are huge and widening social divisions.  A modern 
visitor might never guess but at the time Susan was growing up in Sandwich many 
ǁoƌkiŶg people depeŶded oŶ the Đoal iŶdustƌǇ foƌ eŵploǇŵeŶt.  TodaǇ the aƌea͛s 
largest former employer the Pfizer chemical works has all but shut down and the future 
appears uncertain for many. Sandwich is on the very edge of Thanet and less than two 
miles outside of the town the now ruined Richborough Fort formed part of the Roman 
Saxon Shore defences.   
 
Susan did not go into detail when discussing her early life, and the picture formed is very 
iŶĐoŵplete. Heƌ ŵotheƌ died ǁheŶ “usaŶ ǁas ǇouŶg. “usaŶ͛s fatheƌ ǁas a seŶioƌ aƌŵǇ 
officer who moved around a great deal.  
 
... my father was an officer in the army and I spent most of my childhood 
with ŵǇ gƌaŶdpaƌeŶts ďeĐause I didŶ͛t like tƌaǀelliŶg aƌouŶd so ŵǇ 
grandparents were the stable influence in my life and my granddad was 
a builder and my Nan was the stay at home sort of housewife. 
 
GiǀeŶ the seŶioƌitǇ of heƌ fatheƌ͛s ƌaŶk it is a little uŶusual that Susan describes her 
gƌaŶdpaƌeŶts as ďeiŶg ŵodest people, aŶd I ǁas stƌuĐk ďǇ the ǁoƌd ͚ŶaŶ͛, it is Ŷot a 
word usually associated with the way senior army officers address family members.  
Susan lived with her granddad and nan whilst her brother attended boarding school. 
Susan did not want to move away from her home and she also believes that her father 
did not see education as important for young women 
 
...ŵǇ dad͛s opiŶioŶ ǁas that Ǉou kŶoǁ giƌls didŶ͛t paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ Ŷeed aŶ 
education that if you were going to work it was for pin money so that was 
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kind of the influence on my life really.  That you would get married and 
have children, your husband would look after you and all that sort of stuff. 
(C&I) 
 
“usaŶ suŵŵed up heƌ ƌelatioŶ ǁith heƌ fatheƌ iŶ the folloǁiŶg ǁaǇ ͚MǇ fatheƌ aŶd I 
doŶ͛t get oŶ, ǁe doŶ͛t see eaĐh otheƌ͛.   “usaŶ seeŵed to ǀieǁ it as iŵpossiďle to eǀeŶ 
maintain a viable, let alone rewarding, relationship with her father.  
 
Fƌoŵ “usaŶ͛s comments it would appear that she has chosen to live a life which does 
Ŷot aĐĐoƌd ǁith heƌ fatheƌ͛s idea of ǁhat a ǁoŵaŶ͛s life should ďe. EǆeƌĐisiŶg ǁhat she 
sees as her own choices she has become anathema to him. In the transcript there are 
indications of problems from an early age but it seems that the rupture with her father 
ƌeaĐhed aŶ iƌƌedeeŵaďle iŶteŶsitǇ at aƌouŶd the tiŵe she left sĐhool. As “usaŶ puts it  ͚I 
grew up and I met other friends and saw a different way of life, moved out of home and 
you kŶoǁ, joiŶed CND͚.  “usaŶ͛s fatheƌ iŵplaĐaďlǇ ƌejeĐted heƌ life aŶd ǁhat she 
believed in. Susan enjoyed her time in CND and attended festivals and other events 
ǁhiĐh aĐĐoƌdiŶg to heƌ ͚ŵǇ dad ƌeallǇ disappƌoǀed of, ƌeallǇ, ƌeallǇ disappƌoǀed of͛.   
 
For a senior British army officer having a daughter who was active in CND during the 
cold war would in all likelihood have appeared tantamount to her having decided to 
betray her country. It must be remembered that at this time it was believed within the 
senior ƌaŶks of aƌŵed foƌĐes that CND ǁas a ͚“oǀiet FƌoŶt͛, aŶd Bƌitish MilitaƌǇ 
IŶtelligeŶĐe offiĐiallǇ fƌaŵed it as aŶ ͚eŶeŵǇ͛ oƌgaŶisatioŶ.  GiǀeŶ the seŶioƌitǇ of 
“usaŶ͛s fatheƌ͛s ƌaŶk it is ǀeƌǇ likelǇ that he ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ eǆpeĐted to eǆplaiŶ his 
daughter͛s paƌtiĐipatioŶ iŶ CND as he ǁas of suffiĐieŶt seŶioƌitǇ to haǀe ďeeŶ ƌoutiŶelǇ 
͚aĐtiǀelǇ͛ ǀetted ďǇ the seĐƌet seƌǀiĐes. ;C&IͿ 
 
Susan was not a successful school student she left school after completing year 11, 
without having achieved any really successful results. It was not that Susan particularly 
disliked school; it seems to have simply been the case that school passed her by, she 
siŵplǇ left at ϭϲ. “usaŶ did Ŷot saǇ aŶǇthiŶg ŵoƌe aďout heƌ faŵilǇ͛s attitude to heƌ 
failing to get much out of school.  Heƌ fatheƌ͛s outlook has alƌeadǇ ďeeŶ Ŷoted aŶd it 
would seem consistent for him to have not seen any problem with her lack of academic 
achievement at school.  What is unusual for someone who appears to have been 
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somewhat disengaged is that Susan says that she enjoyed school and had really nice 
teachers.  It is hard to believe that anyone in a conversation with Susan would not be 
impressed by her intelligence.  
 
 Afteƌ sĐhool “usaŶ ǁoƌked ͚iŶ faĐtoƌies like ŵost people did ǁheƌe I Đaŵe fƌoŵ͛ ;P, 
C&I).Susan began what might have been a promising career in the clothing and textile 
industry.  At first she made clothes for Marks and Spencer but it would appear that she 
became skilled at working with textiles as she later worked in a specialist company 
͚ŵakiŶg saŵples foƌ LiďeƌtǇ͛s aŶd plaĐes like that͛.  This aƌea of ǁoƌk is iŶ geŶeƌal 
notoriously low paid given the high levels of training and skill required at all levels. In 
ŵaŶǇ ǁaǇs the ͚top eŶd͛ ǁheƌe “usaŶ ǁas ǁoƌkiŶg is ƌelatiǀelǇ ŵost pooƌlǇ paid of all as 
it requires high levels of skill which are not paid much, if at all, above the industry 
average.  Susan must have shown considerable ability to have been working in such a 
speĐialised aƌea at suĐh ǇouŶg age. MakiŶg saŵples foƌ LiďeƌtǇ͛s ǁould iŶdiĐate that she 
ŵight haǀe suĐĐeeded at the ͚top eŶd͛ of teǆtiles aŶd ǁoƌk as a seaŵstƌess. ;C&I) 
 
At this tiŵe, aŶd “usaŶ ĐaŶ͛t ƌeŵeŵďeƌ eǆaĐtlǇ hoǁ oƌ ǁhǇ it happeŶed, she staƌted to 
ǁoƌk iŶ old peoples͛ hoŵes aŶd she ͚loǀed it͛. This seeŵs to haǀe ďeeŶ soŵethiŶg of a 
turning point in her life and from the text of our interviews it would certainly be 
ƌeasoŶaďle to postulate that fƌoŵ this stage oŶǁaƌd the stoƌǇ of “usaŶ͛s ǁoƌkiŶg life 
takes oŶ a ƌeĐogŶisaďle diƌeĐtioŶ.  Befoƌe ǁoƌkiŶg iŶ the old peoples͛ hoŵes “usaŶ͛s 
description of her life gives the impression of her being employed in jobs, with success 
but without the type of conviction she now feels.   
 
From the moment in her life story where she describes starting to work in a role in 
which caring and helping otheƌs is keǇ “usaŶ͛s stoƌǇ takes oŶ the shape of ͚a ŵissioŶ͛. 
The word mission has been chosen with care.  Away from its Victorian religious 
oǀeƌtoŶes oƌ the aďsuƌd ŵodeƌŶ idea of the ͚ŵissioŶ stateŵeŶt͛ the ǁoƌd has the 
potential to denote a decision made about what someone wants to do with their 
professional life when that life becomes imbued with a deeper moral dimension and 
puƌpose. IŶ “usaŶ͛s life this ŵissioŶ ǁas ďased oŶ the ƌeǁaƌd she got fƌoŵ helpiŶg 
others and is also closely tied to her return to education and a belief in education and 
leaƌŶiŶg. Theƌe ǁas Ŷo tƌaĐe iŶ “usaŶ͛s stoƌǇ of this iŶ aŶǇǁaǇ takiŶg oŶ the ƌeligious 
dimension which it has for Hannah but it nevertheless has what might reasonably be 
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Đalled aŶ ͚ethiĐal͛ oƌ eǀeŶ a ͚spiƌitual͛ Ƌuality. To a certain degree this is present in all the 
life stories examined in this project with Susan, and Catherine this reaches great 
intensity whilst being completely secular.  (C&I) 
 
As a ƌesult of ǁoƌkiŶg iŶ the old peoples͛ hoŵes “usaŶ deĐided that she would like to 
become a nurse. This required a return to education. Susan set about this with great 
determination entering FE in preparation to take GCSEs and then to continue all the way 
through to degree level. Susan began Higher Education (HE) on a nursing course at 
university this happened under the auspices of Project 2000 in the early days of this 
policy.  
 
I did a shoƌt Đouƌse at Đollege aĐtuallǇ ďeĐause I didŶ͛t haǀe the O leǀels 
that you needed for the course so I did a short course and then I sat a one 
off exam which I passed and then I got my place at university to do the 
ŶuƌsiŶg ƋualifiĐatioŶ ďut theƌe ǁas alŵost a Ǉeaƌ͛s gap iŶ ďetǁeeŶ ŵe 
starting, getting my place and starting and then I started to worry that I 
ǁouldŶ͛t  ďe aďle to Đope,  so I then did an A level at night school in 
EŶglish aŶd theŶ I ǁasŶ͛t goiŶg to take the eǆaŵ, I took the eǆaŵ aŶd got 
the exam. (C&I) 
 
As Susan spoke about re-starting and developing her educational career I felt 
that her story picked up a new slightly faster tempo. With the achievement of 
ŶuƌsiŶg ƋualifiĐatioŶs “usaŶ͛s life had got ŵoǀiŶg at this poiŶt aŶd heƌ ǀoiĐe 
echoed this as she recounted it.   
 
In an interview of this type it is far from uncommon to find that people who have 
participated in government projects offer an assessment which diverges 
startlingly from the official assessment of that policy. Project 2000 is sometimes 
criticised for supposedly treating nursing as a degree based occupation and there 
is the implied criticism that nurses are not taught true vocational values. Project 
2000 which is today perhaps regarded as something undesirable at a 
governmental level actually offered an opportunity to thousands of people 
especially women. It created a pathway and therefore an opportunity for some 
people to change their lives in a direction which they liked. Project 2000 is usually 
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criticised for not combining theory and practice in a suitable way, it is sometimes 
said to ďe ͚too HE͛ aŶd iŶsuffiĐieŶtlǇ pƌaĐtiĐal. OfteŶ these ĐƌitiĐisŵs Đoŵe fƌoŵ 
the politiĐal ƌight aŶd tap iŶto ǀeƌǇ iŶteƌestiŶg pƌejudiĐes aďout ͚the ƌight tǇpe of 
ƋualifiĐatioŶs͛ foƌ pƌofessioŶal aŶd ǀoĐatioŶal joďs. PƌojeĐt ϮϬϬ0 did not suit 
everyone and many women who started on this pathway did not eventually 
qualify but it was far better than no path at all. In defence of project 2000 it 
should also be pointed that it offered a route through Higher Education for 
mainly working class female students into a profession which historically had 
ďeeŶ ƌatheƌ ĐoŶdesĐeŶdiŶglǇ desigŶated as ͚ǀoĐatioŶal͛. Hoǁeǀeƌ PƌojeĐt ϮϬϬϬ 
might be judged in official terms it is difficult to sit across a table from someone 
whose life was transformed by it and to assess it as anything other than a success. 
Susan felt that she had personally benefitted from Project 2000 and from HE 
study. This tension between what is viewed by the state as vocational and 
professional training and what is viewed by those undertaking these 
programmes as education and development is present in several of the life 
stories in this project.  (C&I) 
 
After she qualified Susan worked for 10 years or so in nursing, specialising in the 
area of mental health. During this time she also ǁoƌked foƌ the Woƌkeƌ͛s 
Educational Association (WEA) teaching classes on family well being. This later 
came to be the entry point into her career as a teacher.  
 
The work with the WEA brought Susan into contact with adult learning and she 
decided that she would like to teach adults on a permanent basis. She joined a 
full time PGCE course and through a series of accidental events found herself 
being asked to teach literacy, something she welcomed. I realised that she had 
perhaps completed a sort of cycle. She had entered FE on pretty much the same 
type of course as she was now being asked to teach.  I asked her if she recognised 
herself as a young woman in the students she now teaches. 
 
AďsolutelǇ I do.  ...Well it͛s just gƌeat ďeĐause a lot of the studeŶts. I mean 
I͛ǀe ďeeŶ teaĐhiŶg ‘ to L foƌ tǁo Ǉeaƌs Ŷoǁ aŶd a lot of the studeŶts ǁaŶt 
to go oŶ to do ͚ AĐĐess to NuƌsiŶg͛ , aŶd so ‘aĐhel aŶd I ǁho aƌe deǀelopiŶg  
R to L now are starting to include modules that are more for people that 
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want to progress on to access courses whichever  access course it might 
be, whether it is access to Humanities, or Teaching Training or Nursing, 
so it is quite nice to be able to be in a position to sort of help women like 
I ǁas ƌeallǇ.  It͛s ŵaiŶlǇ ǁoŵeŶ like I ǁas.  I ŵeaŶ ǁe do have men as 
well.   
 
Susan throughout her career has always received the support of her partner. This 
is soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh she ƌeallǇ appƌeĐiates as he ͚has alǁaǇs ďeeŶ ϭϬϬ% 
suppoƌtiǀe͛ aŶd she eǆplaiŶs that this has gƌeatlǇ stƌeŶgtheŶed theiƌ paƌtŶeƌship 
as eaĐh has alloǁed the otheƌ to do ǁhat theǇ ǁaŶt to do. IŶ this ƌegaƌd “usaŶ͛s 
story is in contrast to those of the four other women in this study. Susan has two 
sons. When both sons were in school Susan returned to University to study a part 
– time degree. After graduating she completed a teaching qualification and has 
since worked as a teacher of literacy to adults.  
 
Susan directly relates her experience of returning to education and the travails 
and rewards it brought to the experience of the women she teaches. Susan is 
especially aware of the way that support from a partner or family is crucially 
important as she sees that many students do not have this type of support. 
 
I thiŶk it is ƌeallǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt Ǉou kŶoǁ, iŶ the tǁo Ǉeaƌs that I͛ǀe taught 
you see the relationships break up for women that are on the courses you 
kŶoǁ ŵaiŶlǇ ďeĐause theiƌ paƌtŶeƌs doŶ͛t like the idea of theŵ ďeiŶg 
educated and getting on you know.  I think it is a controlling thing for a 
lot of the ŵale iŶflueŶĐes, I ŵeaŶ it ǁasŶ͛t, in my case at all, Mark has  
alǁaǇs ďeeŶ ϭϬϬ% suppoƌtiǀe, Ǉou kŶoǁ, ͚Ǉou do ǁhat Ǉou ǁaŶt to do͛ 
you know, which is part of the attraction really. (C&I) 
 
In several cases Susan has found herself dealing with women who are in fear of 
their husbands disapproving, or worse, of their participation in education.  
 
... with some of the women on the Return to Learning courses that is a 
ďig issue.  You kŶoǁ I ŵeaŶ I͛ǀe had phoŶe Đalls fƌoŵ ǁoŵeŶ ǁho haǀeŶ͛t 
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been able to come in because their partner has kicked off you  know and 
I have to e-mail stuff to them so that they can do it at home. 
 
Most of the interview with Susan was taken up with her direct description and 
analysis of her work as a literacy teacher. In our interviews it seemed fairly clear 
that Susan had not often if at all, talked about her work and her feelings towards 
it in such a long single stretches as occurred in the interviews. I felt that, quite 
naturally, Susan was pulling together opinions which had in some cases already 
been formed, observations which had previously been made, and in some cases 
she might have been repeating things that she had previously said elsewhere. 
Alongside this I also felt that Susan was involved in an active process of 
monitoring and evaluating the text which she was producing much of which she 
was saying for the first time. She was trying to see how it all fitted together and 
she was trying to make sense of what she was saying for herself as well as for 
me. In this way the story was being produced not just for my research purpose 
but very much for Susan herself to try and synthesise what she was saying and 
to also judge whether she felt that what was being said was congruent to her 
professional life as she saw it. 
 
“usaŶ oƌgaŶises a Đouƌse titled ͚‘etuƌŶ to LeaƌŶiŶg͛ ;R to L) and this is at the 
ĐeŶtƌe of “usaŶ͛s teaĐhiŶg life. “he desĐƌiďes this Đouƌse as pƌoǀidiŶg adult 
learners with a chance to study a programme of Literacy, Numeracy and 
Information Technology (IT). The students are almost always people who left 
secondary school pretty much at the first opportunity invariably with few or no 
qualifications and often with no intention of ever returning to education. As time 
goes by these people begin to feel that if they could actually get qualifications 
they might find it advantageous. Often the return to education is motivated by 
the hope that with qualifications they might be able to get a job which they like 
or pays more. More generally the return to learning is linked to the desire to feel 
better about themselves in some way. It is very common to find mothers 
entering the course and giving as a reason for studying that they want to be able 
to help theiƌ oǁŶ ĐhildƌeŶ at sĐhool.  “usaŶ͛s opiŶioŶs eǆpƌessed iŶ the 
interviews are consonant with those expressed in conversations with teachers 
on similar courses and from my own experience.   
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Although studeŶts like those oŶ “usaŶ͛s ‘ to L Đouƌses saǇ it oŶlǇ ƌaƌelǇ theǇ ofteŶ 
have a strong belief in the idea that education and knowledge can make life more 
rewarding. The eǆpƌessioŶ ͚kŶoǁledge is poǁeƌ͛ ŵight ďe soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh 
academics who feel themselves to be lacking in power find hard to take seriously, 
but among those who see themselves as lacking in both knowledge and power 
there is a respect for what is perceived as the grace which comes with 
education.(C&I) 
 
When I asked Susan if she saw herself and her own life experience in the R to L 
gƌoups she siŵplǇ ƌeplied ͚AďsolutelǇ I do͛.  Oǀeƌall ǁheŶ “usaŶ talks aďout heƌ 
R to L students there is a strong feeling that she sees them primarily as individuals 
fundamentally similar to her. This is not unusual among teachers and others who 
work directly with literacy students. Among people who have little or no contact 
ǁith adult liteƌaĐǇ aŶd ŶuŵeƌaĐǇ͛ studeŶts aŶd iŶdeed iŶ ŵany official 
announcements it often appears that these learners are viewed as people of a 
slightly different species. 
 
IŶ pƌeseŶtiŶg “usaŶ͛s pƌofessioŶal stoƌǇ I ǁill take this ideŶtifiĐatioŶ ǁith heƌ 
students as being a key to interpreting the greater part of the text as her notion 
of advocacy permeates her interviews. Having told her life story as a type of 
scene setting in which I felt that she did not wish to discuss her life outside of 
teaching Susan moved to presenting a carefully constructed discussion of her life 
in the FE college where she works. Susan discussed literacy teaching, and her 
professional life with some animation. It was evident that she had given 
considerable thought to the problems she discussed and I felt that she welcomed 
the opportunity to set down her views and feelings.  
 
Susan makes an important differentiation between her R to L and other courses 
she works on. The first difference is that the R to L is a discrete course in its own 
right which focuses on literacy and then mathematics and IT. Most, though not 
all, of the students intend to complete R to L as a means of progressing onto 
higher levels of study. In many though not all cases this is with a view to entering 
one or other type of Access course and then progressing on to university. It might 
be said that R to L students see the course not as an end in itself but as a 
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preliminary course to be completed as a precursor to some progression. There is 
a strong tendency for students on such courses to believe in education and 
͚liteƌaĐǇ͛ as soŵethiŶg ǁith ŵeƌits ďeǇoŶd the stƌaightfoƌǁaƌdlǇ iŶstƌuŵeŶtal.  
 
Susan also works to develop the literacy levels of students on a range of 
ǀoĐatioŶal Đouƌses. Foƌ these latteƌ studeŶts ͚liteƌaĐǇ͛ is ŵoƌe ofteŶ thaŶ Ŷot 
seen as something they must achieve otherwise they cannot complete their 
vocational course. Susan believes that this type of teaching is overwhelmingly 
͚teaĐhiŶg to the test͛ ďǇ ǁhiĐh she ŵeaŶs that the studeŶts haǀe little iŶteƌest iŶ 
the course for its own sake and see it solely as something they must complete. 
When she was asked to compare the two types of teaching Susan explained that 
there was more time on R to L and that it was not defined so strongly in terms of 
͚test pƌepaƌatioŶ͛. IŶ ĐoŵpaƌiŶg the Đouƌses she said; 
 
Well, for a start, you get longer and that makes a difference, it may only 
be a half a hour or an hour longer but that makes a difference, it gives 
Ǉou the tiŵe to go oǀeƌ thiŶgs pƌopeƌlǇ ǁith theŵ.  You doŶ͛t feel like 
Ǉou͛ƌe just teaĐhiŶg, to shoǀe theŵ thƌough the literacy test you know, 
because you do feel with the cross college teaching that it is like a sausage 
ŵaĐhiŶe, Ǉou͛ǀe got to Ǉou kŶoǁ, teaĐh to this paƌtiĐulaƌ sĐheŵe of ǁoƌk 
and you know, shove them out at the end with their piece of paper.  (C&I, 
M) 
 
“usaŶ appƌeĐiates the tiŵe to go oǀeƌ thiŶgs ͚pƌopeƌlǇ͛ ǁheŶ teaĐhiŶg heƌ ‘ to L 
studeŶts. At seǀeƌal poiŶts iŶ heƌ teǆts she poiŶts to the liŵitatioŶs of ͚teaĐhiŶg to the 
test͛. What she ƌefeƌs to as ͚the sausage ŵaĐhiŶe͛ tǇpe of liteƌaĐǇ teaĐhiŶg ǁhiĐh she is 
asked to do is largely centred on preparing students to pass tests which are based 
around the completion of battery instruments on computers. These tests typically 
require the student to answer multiple choice questions, correct a spelling error or 
correctly punctuate a piece of text, the point being that the preponderance of items ion 
the test ĐaŶ ďe ŵaƌked ͚ŵeĐhaŶiĐallǇ͛ ďǇ the Đoŵputeƌ. BeiŶg Đoŵputeƌ ďased these 
iŶstƌuŵeŶts ĐaŶ oŶlǇ test disĐƌete iteŵs of liteƌaĐǇ kŶoǁledge ͚ǁe͛ƌe teaĐhiŶg to test as 
faƌ as I͛ŵ ĐoŶĐeƌŶed, the test that ǁe͛ƌe usiŶg at the ŵoŵeŶt, ƌeallǇ all it tests is theiƌ 
aďilitǇ to ƌead aŶd uŶdeƌstaŶd͛. 
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Susan like the majority of literacy teachers finds herself preparing students for literacy 
tests in which students are not expected to produce any text of significant extent. 
Instead students are required to respond to short texts in ways prescribed by the 
computer. This might take the form of inserting missing punctuation, correcting 
spellings, or answering comprehension question about the text usually in multiple choice 
formats.  In contrast Susan talks about her R to L in which she is able to encourage 
studeŶts to uŶdeƌtake ͚Đƌeatiǀe ǁƌitiŶg͛ eǀeŶ eŶĐouƌagiŶg soŵe autoďiogƌaphiĐal 
writing. 
 
What I tend to do with them is to just say to them you can either just go 
for it or you can pick a particular moment in your life that you want to 
write about and some of the stuff that you read is really, you know these 
women have been through the mill, a lot of them ... 
 
For these students Susan believes that autobiographical writing or other forms of 
͚Đƌeatiǀe ǁƌitiŶg͛ haǀe the ďeŶefit of deepeŶiŶg aŶd deǀelopiŶg the studeŶts 
relationship with literacy something which she feels does not happen with what she 
ƌefeƌs to as the ͚sausage ŵaĐhiŶe͛ tǇpe of appƌoaĐh. “usaŶ stƌesses hoǁ the studeŶts 
ǁho ͚haǀe ďeeŶ thƌough the ŵill͛ ĐaŶ poteŶtiallǇ ďeŶefit fƌoŵ this fƌeeƌ tǇpe of liteƌaĐǇ. 
 
TheǇ doŶ͛t haǀe to do it as paƌt of theiƌ Đƌeatiǀe ǁƌitiŶg ďut soŵetiŵes it 
helps people to write about what they know about you know  so we tend 
to start with a little autobiographical piece that they can build on ... if they 
want to or they can pick something completely different.  It is up to them, 
there is no pressure.  I mean to some people it is quite cathartic, to others, 
theǇ just doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to touĐh it Ǉou kŶoǁ.  That͛s faiƌ eŶough, it is up to 
them. 
 
What Susan is expressing here is the view that she is involved in two distinctly different 
appƌoaĐhes to liteƌaĐǇ teaĐhiŶg; ͚the sausage ŵaĐhiŶe͛ appƌoaĐh to ͚teaĐhiŶg to the test͛ 
and an approach to literacy teaching which seeks to develop the relationship between 
the student and literacy as a way of saying something. At the time of the first interview 
“usaŶ had hopes that the iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ of ͚FuŶĐtioŶal “kills͛ ŵight lead to studeŶts oŶ 
 Susan Moore 
216 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
vocational courses being offered an approach to the teaching of literacy  which could go 
some way to increasing the student perception of it as being worthwhile.  The idea 
behind such an approach is to contextualise literacy teaĐhiŶg ǁithiŶ the studeŶts͛ 
particular vocational areas, for example a catering student would develop the literacy 
skills needed to produce a brochure for a company providing food for wedding 
ƌeĐeptioŶs. The pƌoďleŵ foƌ the teaĐheƌ of suĐh aŶ ͚eŵďedded͛ literacy course is to 
engage the students in activities which have genuine vocational plausibility whilst 
covering the rather obtuse demands of the official literacy syllabus. To return to the case 
of the catering student making a brochure: in reality the caterer would approach an 
agency to design a brochure, the caterer would in reality need the literacy skills involved 
in describing what was needed to the agency and then those needed to check their 
work.  Students who are not convinced about the supposed adǀaŶtages of ͚iŵpƌoǀiŶg 
theiƌ liteƌaĐǇ skills͛ aƌe Ŷot ŶeĐessaƌilǇ goiŶg to feel positiǀe aďout aŶǇ aĐtiǀitǇ ǁhiĐh 
theǇ peƌĐeiǀe to ďe ͚poiŶtless͛. 
 
“usaŶ is ǀeƌǇ Đleaƌ aďout ǁhat she sees as the ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt deteƌŵiŶaŶt of ͚Đollege͛ 
policy towards literacy teaching.  
 
... my understanding of it is that it is for money, it was the college principal 
I aŵ giǀeŶ to uŶdeƌstaŶd, I ŵeaŶ I͛ǀe oŶlǇ ďeeŶ at the Đollege foƌ thƌee 
years, but it was the principal who decided that regardless of the course, 
everybody had to do literacy ... (M) 
 
Susan is in all probability correct but what she does not mention is that for the college to 
continue and to maximise its revenue it must comply with government and official 
requirements. At the time Susan was speaking colleges were tied into agreements with 
funding agencies to provide certain numbers of passes at different levels each year in 
order to qualify for funding. Failure to reach these targets would be punished by the 
removal or reduction of funding and presumably at some point a condemnation by 
OFSTED.  As Frank Coffield has many times remarked government policies in FE are 
͚dooŵed to suĐĐess͛ aŶd taƌgets ǁill, oŶe ǁaǇ oƌ aŶotheƌ, ďe ŵet, eǀeŶ if the ŵeaŶs 
employed are unduly creative. 
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Susan talked about the administrative burden which accompanies her teaching and how 
record keeping and documentation exert a grip on her time.  Susan like most others 
paƌtiĐipatiŶg iŶ this pƌojeĐt ĐoŵplaiŶs aďout the Ŷeed to pƌoduĐe ͚papeƌ tƌails͛ oƌ e ŵail 
records. She explained that whilst she enjoys most of the teaching work which she does 
theƌe aƌe pƌoďleŵs ǁith heƌ ͚ƌole͛ oǀeƌall: 
 
It͛s  all the otheƌ ŶoŶseŶse aďout seŶdiŶg teŶ ŵillioŶ e-mails and backing 
theŵ up, Ǉou kŶoǁ Ǉou͛ƌe just ĐoǀeƌiŶg Ǉouƌself the ǁhole tiŵe ...  
Because you know that things will come back later on to bite you on the 
ďuŵ.  I͛ǀe seeŶ it happeŶ ǁith otheƌ people Ǉou kŶoǁ ... ;M) 
 
As an example Susan explains the college policy on students who are at risk of failing 
their course. In those cases where she would be considered responsible for providing 
support to a student who might fail she must produce a set of records to show that she 
did everything possible to liaise with the student and the department. At one point 
“usaŶ eǆplaiŶed hoǁ the Đollege iŶtƌoduĐed a poliĐǇ of ͚ǁithdƌaǁiŶg͛ studeŶts who 
were unlikely to complete their course. Withdrawing the student before their failure 
meant that students did not count as having failed. Susan describes a situation in which 
a senior manager who was exercised by the numbers of students failing because they 
were not withdrawn in anticipation required evidence that her department had done its 
best to keep to the management policy, Susan describes how the manager demanded 
͚eǀideŶĐe͛: 
 
He came back to – ǁhǇ haǀeŶ͛t these people ďeeŶ ǁithdƌaǁŶ Ǉou kŶoǁ, 
what have you done about it? - ... I spent a good hour yesterday going 
through my sent box finding all the e-ŵails that I͛d seŶt ...  I ŵeaŶ it͛s just 
ŶoŶseŶse,  to pƌoǀe that I had ĐoŶtaĐted ... aŶd I ǁasŶ͛t the oŶlǇ oŶe, the 
whole department was doing it, it͛s Ŷot a good use of tiŵe as faƌ as I͛ŵ 
ĐoŶĐeƌŶed.  You kŶoǁ, I͛d ƌatheƌ ďe gettiŶg oŶ ǁith Ǉou kŶoǁ ŵaƌkiŶg 
stuff that I͛ǀe got to ŵaƌk.  But theƌe Ǉou kŶoǁ ... theƌe is this feeliŶg that 
you need to cover yourself the whole time.   
 
Susan gave this example as evidence of the more important point in the last sentence 
͚Ǉou Ŷeed to Đoǀeƌ Ǉouƌself the ǁhole tiŵe͛. This ǁas a poiŶt that she deǀeloped iŶ 
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other places. Susan mentioned a teacher called Judith who had recently left their 
college. It seems that Judith enjoyed the respect of her colleagues and was apparently 
popular with her students. Judith left unexpectedly and from what Susan said it seems 
that she felt that Judith had been defeated by too many demands being made on her.  
 
I mean I was really sad to lose Judith ďeĐause she͛s a ƌeallǇ, ƌeallǇ good 
literacy teacher and really well liked, really well respected, I think the 
problem is that with the best will in the world, although I like our manager 
she͛s Ŷot a ǀeƌǇ good ŵaŶageƌ aŶd I thiŶk that she pushes a lot onto the 
people, Ǉou kŶoǁ, theǇ͛ƌe gettiŶg sƋuashed, theǇ͛ƌe gettiŶg shit fƌoŵ us, 
shit fƌoŵ theƌe aŶd that͛s ǁhat ǁas happeŶiŶg ǁith Judith.  Too ŵuĐh of, 
͚ĐaŶ Ǉou just do this͛, ͚ĐaŶ Ǉou just do that͛ oŶ top of eǀeƌǇthiŶg else that 
you had to do and there just comes a point where you reach a breaking 
poiŶt aŶd she ŵet heƌs, so that͛s ǁhǇ ǁe lost heƌ. 
 
Here Susan touched on the position of the middle manager in an FE college. Susan sees 
her manager as coming under pressure from the senior management to meet targets and 
to implement policies which are unpopular with teaching staff or are in some cases simply 
uŶǁoƌkaďle. This iŶ “usaŶ͛s estiŵatioŶ led to heƌ ŵaŶageƌ gettiŶg ͚shit fƌoŵ us͛ aŶd ͚shit 
fƌoŵ theƌe͛. “usaŶ has a Đleaƌ stƌategǇ to eŶsure that she is never impaled on the horns of 
the middle management dilemma: 
 
MǇ plaŶ is to ƌeŵaiŶ a plaiŶ ͚leĐtuƌeƌ gƌade͛ foƌeǀeƌ  - that͛s hoǁ I aŵ 
goiŶg to aǀoid it ďeĐause I͛ŵ Ŷot iŶteƌested iŶ ĐliŵďiŶg the laddeƌ, I ǁaŶt 
the holidays and I get the holidays and I want to be teaching ... my 
experience of people who have climbed the ladder is they get to do less 
aŶd less of ǁhat theǇ ǁaŶted to do iŶitiallǇ aŶd I ƌeallǇ doŶ͛t ǁaŶt that, I 
just ǁaŶt to ďe teaĐhiŶg, that͛s ǁhat I ǁaŶt to do , I doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to be an 
administrator at all.  You know I do the administration that we have to do 
ďeĐause ǁe haǀe to do it ďut I doŶ͛t eŶjoǇ doiŶg it aŶd I doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to do 
it 
 
This plan offers some protection but it also means that Susan for all of her 
widely appreciated Đapaďilities ƌules heƌself out of ͚ĐliŵďiŶg the laddeƌ͛, 
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which in effect means eschewing the possibility of career development within 
the institution in which she works. The consequences of such an attitude if it 
is generalised across all lecturers would be the consolidation of middle and 
senior management tiers which was content to not teach, and to be ever 
ŵoƌe ͚ŵaŶageƌial͛. ;C&I, M) 
 
“usaŶ laughed ǁheŶ she spoke aďout Ŷot ͚ĐliŵďiŶg the laddeƌ͛ ďut she kŶeǁ 
the implications of such a policy. Perhaps this also brings her closer to the 
studeŶts ǁho she sees Đoŵplete heƌ ͚‘etuƌŶ to LeaƌŶiŶg͛. “usaŶ ƌeĐogŶises 
herself in these students who at best will go on to find a place in the 
͚pƌofessioŶal͛ ǁoƌld ǀeƌǇ siŵilaƌ to that of “usaŶ: a ŵiǆtuƌe of pleasuƌe, ďelief 
and resignation.  
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Class and identity 
 
 
The historical materialist must sacrifice the epic dimension of history. The past for him 
becomes the subject of a construction whose locus is not empty time, but the particular 
epoch, the particular life, the particular work. 
Walter BeŶjaŵiŶ ϭ9ϯϳ, ͚Edǁard Fuchs Collector aŶd HistoriaŶ͛. 
 
 
It ŵight at fiƌst appeaƌ stƌaŶge that iŶ aŶ essaǇ oŶ ͚Tiŵe, Woƌk DisĐipliŶe, aŶd IŶdustƌial 
Capitalisŵ͛ E.P. ThoŵpsoŶ ;ϭϵϲϳ, p.56) opens with a passage fƌoŵ Thoŵas HaƌdǇ͛s ͚Tess 
of the d͛Uƌďeƌǀilles͛. This shoƌt Ƌuote desĐƌiďes hoǁ Tess, leaǀiŶg heƌ ǇouŶgeƌ ďƌotheƌs 
and sisters has to make a journey through her village late at night to force her parents 
return from the public house: 
 
Tess, locking them all in, started on her way up the dark and crooked lane 
or street not made for hasty progress; a street laid out before inches of 
land had value, and when one-handed clocks sufficiently subdivided the 
day. (p.19) 
 
As so often with Thompson he makes it clear that what initially appears as poetic is also 
deeply historic. Hardy wants the reader to know that by the 1870s in the really 
iŵpoǀeƌished ǀillages oŶ ǁhiĐh Tess͛s fiĐtioŶal ǀillage of Maƌlott is ŵodelled ͚iŶĐhes of 
laŶd͛ had ǀalue aŶd ͚oŶe haŶded ĐloĐks͛ ǁeƌe Ŷo loŶgeƌ suffiĐieŶt to diǀide the daǇ. Tess 
͚liǀed͛ at a poiŶt iŶ histoƌǇ ǁheŶ tiŵe ǁas ďeiŶg Đoŵpƌessed. ThoŵpsoŶ shoǁs iŶ his 
essay that the lived experience of time, how time is apprehended, is part and parcel of 
the experience of class. Time and space compression was part of the life experienced by 
the fictional Tess. 
 
Thompson begins his essay with the quotation from Tess because the thrust of his 
aƌguŵeŶt is that the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ͚Đlass͛ is liŶked ͚iŶteƌŶallǇ͛ to the appƌeheŶsioŶ of 
time, place, identity and much else. Later in the essay Thompson draws attention to how 
it was that in sea faring towns the idea of a day having twenty four hours coexisted with 
tiŵe patteƌŶs ďased oŶ a Ŷeed ͚to atteŶd the tides͛ ;p.ϲϬͿ theƌeďǇ affeĐtiŶg the nexus 
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between people, place and time.  In another example he talks about factory owners 
alloǁiŶg oŶlǇ theiƌ supeƌǀisoƌs to possess ǁatĐhes theƌeďǇ ŵakiŶg the ƌight ͚to keep͛ 
time a matter of identity (p.86). From a reverse angle it can be argued that for 
Thompson class is itself constituted through the particular way in which the whole 
experience of life is apprehended under the particular historical conditions in which 
different groups of people live. 
 
The historic conditions or contexts, in which people live, shape the experience of class.  
As Thompson puts it: 
 
If we stop history at a given point then there are no classes but simply a 
multitude of individuals with a multitude of experiences. But if we watch 
these men over an adequate period of social change, we observe patterns 
in their relationships their ideas and their institutions. Class is defined by 
men as they live their own history and in the end this is the only 
definition. (Thompson, 1963, p.11) 
 
It is this idea of ͚Đlass͛ ďeiŶg defiŶed as the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh people ͚liǀe theiƌ oǁŶ histoƌǇ͛ 
ǁhiĐh uŶdeƌpiŶs this Đhapteƌ. It is the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ͚life as liǀed͛ ǁhiĐh peƌŵeates ďoth 
ThoŵpsoŶ͛s, aŶd Maƌǆ͛s, uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚Đlass͛. EǆaŵiŶiŶg this eǆpeƌieŶĐe ŵight Ŷot 
itself tell us all that we need to kŶoǁ iŶ oƌdeƌ to fullǇ uŶdeƌstaŶd ͚Đlass͛, ďut theƌe ĐaŶ 
be no meaningful comprehension of the idea of class without an appreciation of how it 
is liǀed out. OŶĐe agaiŶ it is the idea that Đlass is Ŷot ͚a thiŶg͛ ďut a Đoŵpleǆ of 
relationships. It will be contended in this chapter that life story work in general, and 
more specifically the life stories examined here can tell us much about class what they 
ƌeǀeal is the foƌŵ iŶ ǁhiĐh Đlass eǆists, ǁhat ThoŵpsoŶ ƌefeƌs to as the ͚logiĐ͛ of Đlass 
(Thompson, 1963, p.9), the theme of this chapter is the presentation of this logic. 
 
 
Class in Life Stories 
This chapter will present and then analyse understandings of class and identity as they 
appear in the life stories of those literacy teachers whose stories are presented here. 
The approach taken to both class and identity will be very much based on the idea of 
theiƌ ďoth ďeiŶg ĐoŶstituted ďǇ ͚iŶteƌŶal ƌelatioŶs͛ ǁith otheƌ soĐial pheŶoŵeŶa.  
Class and Identity 
220 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
 
The decision to examine class and identity without explicitly considering at length 
͚geŶdeƌ͛ Ŷeeds to ďe eǆplaiŶed aŶd iŶdeed justified. GiǀeŶ that the oǀeƌall pƌojeĐt is 
centred on six life stories, five of which are the lives of women the apparent omission of 
gender might be seen as unforgiveable. In fact, questions of gender are very much 
present in this examination. One aphoristic, though useful, description of the philosophy 
of internal relations, which underpins the approach to Marxism taken throughout this 
thesis, would be that it holds that all things are made up of, and exist in relation to, 
other things. For the women (and indeed the man) in this study gender exerts a 
pƌofouŶd iŶflueŶĐe oǀeƌ the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ďoth Đlass aŶd ideŶtitǇ ďut heƌe ͚geŶdeƌ͛ itself 
is not explored in depth. Gender is most certainly present, pervasively so, even where it 
is not brought immediately into view.  
 
An example of gender not being brought into view but being present is in the discussion 
on time. The experience of time (in this case the shared experiences of the six teachers) 
is very much linked to class and identity with the teachers feeling increasing time 
pressure and the linked feeling that their time is never enough and their work cannot be 
completed satisfactorily . There can be little doubt that although time space 
compression is experienced by all six teachers in this study this common experience of 
not being able to cope also has a gendered dimension. It will of course already be 
eǀideŶt that the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of tiŵe aŶd ǁoƌkload is ͚iŶteƌŶallǇ ƌelated͛ to 
managerialism.  
 
IŶ a fuƌtheƌ eǆaŵple of the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh aspeĐts of the teaĐheƌs͛ liǀes aƌe internally 
ƌelated it ǁill ďe aƌgued that iŶ foƌŵiŶg aŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚plaĐe͛, iŶ this Đase the 
specific place being the Isle of Thanet, three of the teachers interviewed told stories 
ǁhiĐh iŶdiĐated that theiƌ faŵilies͛ ŵoǀe to ThaŶet ǁas ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh liŶked to what can 
be seen as downward social mobility. It is far from easy to see which came first, the 
move to Thanet, or downward social mobility. In the stories of Paul, Hannah, and Grace, 
there is both the fear and the reality of bankruptcy. Bankruptcy is clearly related to 
issues of Đlass aŶd iŶ ŵaŶǇ ǁaǇs it ǁould ďe possiďle to aƌgue that ͚ďaŶkƌuptĐǇ͛ itself is 
a legal expression of the transition from one experience of class and property to 
another, in each of these cases it was the experience of moving from the lower middle 
class, as owners of minor businesses, to becoming waged workers via the folding of 
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theiƌ ďusiŶesses.  Paul͛s uŶĐle ďeĐaŵe ďaŶkƌupt, HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts͛ ďusiŶess ǀeŶtuƌes iŶ 
hotelieƌǇ, aŶd lateƌ ƌetail, Đollapsed, aŶd GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ lost his transport business. 
CeƌtaiŶlǇ iŶ the Đases of GƌaĐe aŶd HaŶŶah these issues aƌe ĐoŵpleǆlǇ ƌelated to ͚Đlass͛ 
and to questions of gender and motherhood. Many examples of this could be chosen 
fƌoŵ the life stoƌies ďut oŶe stƌaŶd iŶ GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ pƌoǀides an intriguing insight into 
this connectedness. 
 
GƌaĐe states that heƌ fatheƌ͛s ͚ǁoŵaŶisiŶg͛ ďlighted heƌ ŵotheƌ͛s life. At ǀaƌious poiŶts 
iŶ heƌ oǁŶ life GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ atteŵpted ǁhat ǁe ŵight Đall ͚patƌiaƌĐhal iŶteƌǀeŶtioŶs͛; 
telling her how she had to plead iŶ Đouƌt oƌ ƌeƋuiƌiŶg heƌ to oǀeƌlook heƌ husďaŶd͛s 
iŶfidelitǇ. Yet ǁheŶ GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ ǁeŶt ďaŶkƌupt despite his ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s liŵited liaďilitǇ 
he sold his house to pay off his (male) creditors. This meant that the family had to move 
to far less comfortable accommodation and Grace and her family lost their patrimony. 
The last Ǉeaƌs of GƌaĐe͛s ŵotheƌ͛s life ǁeƌe speŶt iŶ Đlose ĐoŵpaŶǇ ǁith GƌaĐe aŶd she 
believes that without her husband her mother was happier though she always mourned 
the loss of the house. To soŵe oďseƌǀeƌs lookiŶg at the eǀeŶts fƌoŵ ͚outside͛ it ŵight 
appeaƌ that GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ aĐted iŶ a ǀeƌǇ hoŶouƌaďle ǁaǇ ďǇ paǇiŶg ďaŶkƌuptĐǇ deďts 
ǁhiĐh he Đould haǀe esĐaped. IŶ suĐh a Đase GƌaĐe͛s ŵotheƌ ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ aďle to 
remain in the house she loǀed ƌatheƌ thaŶ ͚doǁŶsiziŶg͛. ListeŶiŶg to heƌ stoƌǇ I felt suƌe 
that Grace viewed this honorableness in bankruptcy as another, particularly cruel, 
ŵaŶifestatioŶ of heƌ fatheƌ͛s ŵaĐhisŵo. GƌaĐes͛ fatheƌ pƌefeƌƌed to ǀisit a tƌeŵeŶdous 
disappointment on her mother, if it meant maintaining the esteem of other men.  In 
such ways are class, identity, and gender interlinked in the real world.  
 
The stoƌǇ of GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ is oŶe aŵoŶg ŵaŶǇ eǆaŵples of the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of geŶdeƌ as 
an aspect of class and identity. In the cases of Hannah and Sarah there are clear 
iŶdiĐatioŶs that ďƌeakiŶg fƌee of theiƌ husďaŶds͛ ĐoŶtƌol of theiƌ liǀes ǁas a pƌeĐoŶditioŶ 
for their becoming the people, and the literacy teachers, they are today. Susan Moore 
explicitly states that helping women to develop changed identities through education is 
an important part of her own professional identity and sense of purpose. The lives 
studied here, including that of Paul Beer the sole man in the study, are all clearly and 
inextricably linked to questions of gender; yet in this study gender is not one of the 
pƌiŵaƌǇ ͚poƌtals͛ thƌough ǁhiĐh the liǀes aƌe ǀieǁed. This is Ŷot ďeĐause geŶdeƌ is 
considered to be of insufficient importance, indeed it is the importance of gender and its 
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inextricable relationship to class and identity which makes its study here so difficult. The 
relationship between class and gender is, as stated above, archetypally dialectical it is a 
soĐial ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ tǁo thiŶgs ĐloselǇ ďouŶd togetheƌ ͚iŶteƌŶallǇ͛. “tated 
crudely, in all their countless possible forms class relations are experienced by all people 
iŶ a ǁaǇ that is geŶdeƌed, aŶd these ͚geŶdeƌed͛ liǀes aƌe also liǀed iŶ ǁaǇs shaped ďǇ 
class. It is for this reason that viewed from the point of view of a materialist dialectic, the 
deďates of the last feǁ deĐades aďout ǁhetheƌ ͚Đlass͛ oƌ ͚geŶdeƌ͛ is ͚ŵoƌe iŵpoƌtaŶt͛ iŶ 
radical politics were and remain, mostly jejune. It should be noted at this point that the 
ŵost dogŵatiĐ aŶd foƌŵulaiĐ ŵisuŶdeƌstaŶdiŶgs of ͚geŶdeƌ͛ aŶd ͚Đlass͛ tǇpiĐallǇ Đaŵe 
fƌoŵ those paƌtiĐipaŶts iŶ the deďates ǁho saǁ theŵselǀes as ͚Maƌǆists͛.    IŶ ŵost 
cases such debates began and inevitably ended with gender and class being opposed to 
one another as two separate sets of social relationships. In real life class and gender 
ŵust alǁaǇs ďe ĐoŶstitueŶt of eaĐh otheƌ. If foƌ a Maƌǆist ͚Đlass͛ is histoƌiĐallǇ the ŵoƌe 
decisive element in its relationship with gender, this does not mean for a second that 
the lived experience of class can ever be anything but gendered.   
 
Those ͚Maƌǆists͛ ǁho opposed the aŶalǇsis of Đlass to geŶdeƌ as though theǇ ǁeƌe 
alternatives to each other would have done much better had they studied how Marx 
appƌoaĐhed the pƌoďleŵ. IŶ soŵe of the ŵost ŵeŵoƌaďle passages iŶ ͚Capital͛ 
(1887/1990) there is evident outrage, on a titanic scale, at the particular plight of 
working women and children, especially those reduced to pauperism. In such passages it 
is Đleaƌ that Maƌǆ, ďehiŶd the ͚fƌoŶt͛ of the detaĐhed laŶguage of politiĐal eĐonomy, is 
enraged by what he clearly saw as the historic degradation of the most vulnerable 
sectors of Victorian British society. Among many memorable passages in which Marx 
talks about gender and class in Capital are his descriptions of the plight of young female 
brick makers (pp.592-ϱϵϰͿ, oƌ of ͚doŵestiĐ ǁoƌkeƌs͛, espeĐiallǇ laĐe ŵakeƌs ;ϱϵϱ-599). In 
his aŶalǇsis of the pooƌeƌ paƌts of the ͚ƌelatiǀe suƌplus populatioŶ͛  ;pp ϳϵϲ-802) it is 
evident that Marx sees domestic and other women workers, as inevitably being a 
mainstay of that part of the population which at best, find that their: 
 
…ĐoŶditioŶs of life siŶk ďeloǁ the aǀeƌage Ŷoƌŵal leǀel of the ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass, 
and it is precisely this which makes it a broad foundation for special branches 
of capitalist exploitation. It is characterised by a maximum of working time 
and a minimum of wages. (p. 796) 
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Beloǁ this leǀel theƌe is the ͚the loǁest sediŵeŶt of the ƌelatiǀe suƌplus populatioŶ͛ that 
seĐtioŶ of the populatioŶ ǁhiĐh ͚dǁells iŶ the spheƌes of paupeƌisŵ͛ ;p.ϳϵϳͿ, agaiŶ it is 
evident that Marx sees women as being particularly at risk of being pulled into, and least 
likely to escape from, these most miserable of circumstances.  In all of the passages 
referred to the experience of class, as described by Marx, is shaped by, indeed we might 
even, with caution, say that it is determined by gender. 
 
Marxists who see class and gender as being separable would do well to read the above 
passages (and a host of others) to see how Marx approached the problem. From the 
point of view of the main concern of this thesis which is the development of a Marxist 
approach to working with life stories, it is interesting to note that when working 
eǆpƌesslǇ ǁith ͚PolitiĐal EĐoŶoŵǇ͛ Maƌǆ ofteŶ fouŶd hiŵself dƌaǁŶ toǁaƌd desĐƌiptioŶs 
and explanations of the lived experience of especially the most exploited people. What 
is attempted here is the reverse process working out from life stories to examine in 
Marxist terms, that lived experience.  
 
Today it is acceptable in almost all areas of eduĐatioŶal ƌeseaƌĐh to talk aďout ͚geŶdeƌ͛, 
the terms of these discussions are wide ranging and highly differentiated. Whatever the 
merits or weaknesses of the various arguments put forward, the topic itself is 
acceptable. This is not at all the case ǁith ͚Đlass͛.  
 
The plaĐe of ͚geŶdeƌ͛ is Ŷoǁ aĐĐepted iŶ soĐial sĐieŶĐe. Tǁo thiŶgs Ŷeed to ďe said aďout 
this. FiƌstlǇ, opeŶlǇ seǆist aƌguŵeŶts aŶd the ƌejeĐtioŶ of ͚geŶdeƌ͛ as a legitiŵate field of 
study, are today encountered relatively rarely in academic discussion. Now that this 
aĐĐeptaŶĐe has ďeeŶ ǁoŶ it is Ƌuite possiďle foƌ ͚Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀals͛ at the site, to haǀe little 
awareness of how hard the battle was. Secondly as the remarks made about class will 
show, it is possible that these advances in the area of ͚geŶdeƌ͛ ŵight ďe ƌeǀeƌsed oƌ 
confounded. This is pretty much what has happened to the academic discussion of 
͚Đlass͛.  
 
The acceptance of class as an indispensable dimension of social science has diminished 
markedly over the last few decades. The cardinal intention of this study is to show that 
life story might work be approached fruitfully from a Marxist direction. A Marxist 
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approaching the study of class must not lose sight of the way in which class is 
inseparably connected to issues such as gender: but in what might called the dominant 
aĐadeŵiĐ paƌadigŵs of todaǇ it is the ǀieǁ of ͚Đlass͛ ŵuĐh ŵoƌe thaŶ geŶdeƌ, ǁhiĐh is 
obscured. Even when arguments are presented for the importance of class analyses it is 
almost de rigueur to disavow Marxism. It is for these reasons that in this study class is 
placed front and centre in the discussion. This is not to downplay the importance of such 
things as gender or ethnicity in shaping the experience of the lives discussed here. It is 
simply to say that here the focus will fall on class. 
 
Several leading figures in social science who at one time argued for the centrality of class 
in understanding the area in which they worked published what amount to repudiations 
of ͚tƌaditioŶal͛ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶgs of Đlass. IŶ a ďook puďlished posthuŵouslǇ the ƌeŶoǁŶed 
soĐiologist UlƌiĐh BeĐk aƌgued that iŶ the ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ ͚ƌisk͛ soĐietǇ soĐial aŶd 
economic ideas of class had given way to the idea of exposure to risk as determining life 
(2016, pp. 83- ϴϲͿ. BeĐk had pƌeǀiouslǇ ƌefeƌƌed to ͚Đlass͛ as ďeiŶg a ͚zoŵďie ĐategoƌǇ͛ 
(Beck and Willms, ϮϬϬϰͿ. The latteƌ ͚attaĐk͛ oŶ Đlass pƌoŵpted DiaŶe ‘eaǇ to poiŶt out 
that if Đlass ǁas a dead ĐategoƌǇ it ǁas a ͚zoŵďie͛ ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh stalkiŶg Bƌitish Đlassƌooŵs. 
Zygmunt Bauman (2000, 2007) argues that class has largely lost its meaning and 
iŵpoƌtaŶĐe iŶ ǁhat he ƌefeƌs to ͚LiƋuid ModeƌŶitǇ͛. GoƌaŶ TheƌďoƌŶ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ has ƌecently 
presented strange arguments in which he talks about the world becoming increasingly 
͚ŵiddle Đlass͛ ǁhilst ŵoǀiŶg ǀeƌǇ faƌ aǁaǇ iŶdeed fƌoŵ tƌaditioŶal ŶotioŶs of Đlass. 
Anthony Giddens (1991, 1998, 2000, 2010) is particularly noteworthy as a sociologist 
ǁhose ǁoƌk ǁas politiĐallǇ ͚opeƌatioŶalised͛ ďǇ ͚Neǁ Laďouƌ͛ aŶd this is ĐoŶsideƌed 
more extensively below. These four figures have been selected as they are seen as 
esteeŵed figuƌes iŶ the ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ soĐiologǇ ͚sĐeŶe͛. All fouƌ ŵight ďe seeŶ as 
leadeƌs of a ǁide tƌeŶd ǁhiĐh is opposed to the tƌaditioŶal idea of ͚Đlass͛ ďeiŶg a ĐeŶtƌal 
sociological concern. All four are opposed to Marxism, some viscerally.   
 
There are of course voices raised against the eminent sociologists mentioned above. 
Three notable figures in the academic hinterland of this thesis are Beverley Skeggs 
(1997, 2004), Diane Reay (2006, 2008) and Andrew Sayer (2005) for whom class remains 
a paramount consideration. It is also noteworthy that Skeggs and Reay whilst arguing for 
͚Đlass͛, appƌoaĐh the topiĐ ǁith paƌtiĐulaƌ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ foƌ its geŶdeƌed Ŷatuƌe aŶd do so 
with great academic creativity. It is also noteworthy that all three supporters of class, 
Class and Identity 
225 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
though not hostile to Marxism would not see themselves as working at all within a 
Marxist tradition. In all three cases the authors explicitly distance themselves from 
Marxism.  
 
Foƌ the aďoǀe ƌeasoŶs this pƌojeĐt has pƌefeƌƌed to foĐus pƌiŵaƌilǇ oŶ ͚Đlass͛ fƌoŵ a 
Marxist perspective as it features in the life stories studied here. It is also the intention 
that if ͚Đlass͛ is the iŵŵediate oďjeĐt of eǆaŵiŶatioŶ it is also a pƌisŵ thƌough ǁhiĐh 
issues such as gender might be viewed even if they are not expressly considered.  
 
The case of the lace makers given above might be taken as exemplifying the approach 
to ͚geŶdeƌ͛ takeŶ ďǇ Maƌǆ iŶ ͚Capital͛. IŶ this eǆaŵple Maƌǆ is ĐoŶsideƌiŶg paƌtiĐulaƌ 
groups of predominantly female workers as representative of a section of the working 
class who experience particularly oppressive working conditions and insecurity. He is 
concerned with these workers as women but in these passages this is not his particular 
focus. Here he is concerned with the lace makers as a particular form of worker.  It 
should of course be remembered that in the analysis Marx presents here, the objective 
is stated iŶ the suďtitle of ͚Capital͛ it is  ͚A CƌitiƋue of PolitiĐal EĐoŶoŵǇ͛. It is to ďe 
supposed that Marx intended, the ambiguity present in the title of his work.  Is the 
critique aimed firstly at the historic social formation in ǁhiĐh ͚the Đapitalist ŵode of 
pƌoduĐtioŶ pƌeǀails͛? Oƌ is the iŶteŶtioŶ to ƌeǀeal ǁhat Maƌǆ saǁ as the iŶadeƋuaĐies of 
the theoƌetiĐal pƌeseŶtatioŶs of ͚politiĐal eĐoŶoŵǇ͛ pƌioƌ to the pƌoŵulgatioŶ of his 
oǁŶ?  It ǁould ďe eŶtiƌelǇ iŶ keepiŶg ǁith Maƌǆ͛s general outlook if we assume that he 
ďelieǀed the tǁo pƌojeĐts to ďe eŶtiƌelǇ iŶsepaƌaďle.  Eitheƌ ǁaǇ it ǁas Maƌǆ͛s iŶteŶtioŶ 
to look at those aspects of reality germane to the examination of capitalist political 
eĐoŶoŵǇ.  The ǁoƌd ͚geƌŵaŶe͛ is used iŶ a soŵeǁhat uŶusual ǁaǇ heƌe ďeĐause Maƌǆ͛s 
method necessitates that he casts an extraordinarily wide net.  
Thƌoughout ͚Capital͛ Maƌǆ iŶĐessaŶtlǇ takes his aŶalǇsis iŶ diffeƌeŶt diƌeĐtioŶs aŶd 
follows up a myriad of illustrations and instances of the implicatioŶs of his ͚ĐƌitiƋue of 
politiĐal eĐoŶoŵǇ͛.  As Maƌǆ ďelieǀed that ͚Đapital͛ had the poǁeƌ to eitheƌ Đaptuƌe oƌ 
at least bring into its gravitational pull everything in the human social orbit there was 
not only a case for but a need to show how everything came together.  This inner logic 
of Maƌǆ͛s ͚Capital͛ goes soŵe ǁaǇ to eǆplaiŶiŶg its iŶĐoŵpletioŶ; Maƌǆ ǁas tƌǇiŶg to 
present a comprehensive account of something which expanded with each attempt to 
survey it. In modern terms we might say that the author of ͚Capital͛ iŶ his pƌeseŶtatioŶ 
Class and Identity 
226 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
of a ͚ĐƌitiƋue of politiĐal eĐoŶoŵǇ͛ ǁas oǀeƌǁhelŵed ďǇ pƌoďleŵs of ͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶalitǇ͛; 
eaĐh aƌea eǆaŵiŶed iŶteƌseĐted ͚esseŶtiallǇ͛ ǁith so ŵaŶǇ otheƌs. It is ďǇ Ŷo ŵeaŶs a 
huge leap fƌoŵ Maƌǆ͛s ĐoŵŵeŶts oŶ the sǁeated home labour of English Victorian lace 
ŵakeƌs, giƌls, oƌ ǁoŵeŶ, ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith ĐottoŶ pƌoduĐed ďǇ slaǀes iŶ ͚The AŵeƌiĐas͛, oƌ 
liŶeŶ fƌoŵ Euƌope to the tǇpe of ͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶal͛ aƌguŵeŶts put foƌǁaƌd ďǇ 
contemporary social theorists. Patricia Hill-Collins, seen by many as a foundational 
thinker in the area of intersectionality puts the argument thus:  
a geŶeƌal ĐoŶseŶsus eǆists aďout iŶteƌseĐtioŶalitǇ͛s geŶeƌal ĐoŶtouƌs. The 
term intersectionality references the critical insight that race, class, 
gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age operate not as unitary, 
mutually exclusive entities, but as reciprocally constructing phenomena 
that in turn shape complex social inequalities. (2015, p.1) 
The above argument is of particular importance when considering why in this project 
the foĐus is oŶ Đlass, although ǁhat ŵight ďe Đalled aŶ ͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶal͛ aŶalǇsis ǁould 
have been an alternative approach. It is hoped that in the above the case is made that 
the Marxist argument being put forward here must itself be seeŶ as ͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶal͛.  
GoiŶg fuƌtheƌ the feŵiŶist theoƌist aŶd aĐtiǀist ďell hooks stƌesses hoǁ it is that ͚Đlass͛ is 
so ofteŶ Ŷot giǀeŶ suffiĐieŶt atteŶtioŶ iŶ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ studies. IŶ heƌ ďook ͚Wheƌe We 
“taŶd: Class Matteƌs͛ ďell hooks opeŶs ǁith the stateŵeŶt ͚Nowadays it is fashionable 
to talk about race or gender; the uncool subject is class (2000, p.vii). She goes on to 
ŵake the aƌguŵeŶt that Đlass has ďeĐoŵe ͚uŶĐool͛ at least iŶ paƌt ďeĐause it is a 
category which creates fear. For bell hooks this fear is attributable to the hegemonic 
iŶflueŶĐe of ͚the ƌiĐh͛: 
Many citizens of this nation, myself included, have been and are afraid to 
think about class. Affluent liberals concerned with the plight of the poor and 
dispossessed are daily mocked and ridiculed. They are blamed for all the 
problems of the welfare state. Caring and sharing have come to be seen as 
traits of the idealistic weak. Our nation is fast becoming a class-segregated 
society where the plight of the poor is forgotten and the greed of the rich is 
morally tolerated and condoned. (p vii) 
If bell hooks is correct in this assertion, and I believe she is, then it becomes incumbent 
oŶ those ǁho ďelieǀe iŶ the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚Đlass͛ Ŷot to ďe iŶtiŵidated. It is Ƌuite 
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conceivable that for some soĐial theoƌists the stƌategiĐ ĐultiǀatioŶ of a ͚laĐuŶa͛ ǁheŶ it 
Đoŵes to ͚Đlass͛ alloǁs theŵ to esĐape at least soŵe of the ŵoĐkiŶg aŶd ƌidiĐule that 
the dominant culture meets out to those who offer a challenge. It is perhaps for this 
reason that it is in the United States with its particular history of opposition to Marxist 
theoƌǇ ǁheƌe foƌŵs of ͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶalitǇ͛, deŶuded of ƌeal Đlass ĐoŶteŶt, aƌe populaƌ 
currency among progressive and radical social scientists. 
WithiŶ the Maƌǆist tƌaditioŶ ͚Đlass͛, seen from a historic view, must be accorded a 
gƌeateƌ ǁeight ǁithiŶ iŶteƌseĐtioŶalitǇ thaŶ is aĐĐoƌded to otheƌ ͚seĐtioŶs͛. Heƌe aŶ all 
iŵpoƌtaŶt ͚but͛ Ŷeeds to ďe stƌessed; Đlass ĐaŶ Ŷeǀeƌ ďe sepaƌated fƌoŵ ƌaĐe, geŶdeƌ, oƌ 
aŶǇ of the otheƌ ͚seĐtioŶal͛ Đategories with which it is interlocked in the real world. For 
the purpose of analysis and discussion of a particular section of the whole it is 
eǆpedieŶt, eǀeŶ ŶeĐessaƌǇ, to ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ a paƌtiĐulaƌ seĐtioŶ fƌoŵ its ĐoŶĐƌete 
͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶal͛ ĐoŶteǆt. WheŶ doing so it must be remembered that this process of 
abstraction is exactly that, to fully apprehend the abstracted section it must be returned 
to the ͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶal͛ ĐoŶĐƌete ǁhole.  It is oŶ this ďasis that heƌe, ͚Đlass͛, is takeŶ as the 
primary focus of analysis. In terms of all six lives studied in this project some aspects, 
especially of their professional lives, are abstracted and considered under the heading 
͚Class aŶd IdeŶtitǇ͛. This is Ŷot at all to deŶǇ the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of geŶdeƌ oƌ ethŶiĐitǇ iŶ 
these life stories, only to say that these are not here the subject of analysis, even so 
their presence is felt, even if it is not examined.  
It is sometimes argued that it is not adequate, or even possible to talk about life stories 
or class without accepting that postmodernism, in all, or at least some, of its forms has 
ĐoŵpletelǇ tƌaŶsfoƌŵed the ͚teƌƌaiŶ͛ oŶ ǁhiĐh suĐh disĐussioŶs aƌe held. These 
developments are held to have rendered work within the class based Marxist tradition 
outdated at best, or at worst downright reactionary.  In many important ways these 
claims, or some which are very similar have already been discussed in sections of this 
project. Here it would be possible to mention the discussion of the arguments advanced 
by Stuart Hall and Martin JaĐƋues iŶ theiƌ pƌeseŶtatioŶ of ͚Neǁ Tiŵes͛ ;ϭϵϵϴͿ, the 
ƌejeĐtioŶ of ͚ƌealisŵ͛ ďǇ Lauƌel ‘iĐhaƌdsoŶ ;ϭϵϵϰͿ, oƌ iŶdeed the ƌeŵaƌks ŵade agaiŶst 
Deƌƌida͛s ͚theƌe is Ŷo outside teǆt͛ ;ϭϵϵϴͿ to list soŵe of the ŵoƌe pƌoŵiŶeŶt ďƌushes 
with postmodernism. When referring to postmodernism the concern is chiefly with an 
approach to social investigation which promotes or in some cases makes absolute the 
ƌole of ͚disĐouƌse͛ ǁhilst doǁŶplaǇiŶg oƌ ƌejeĐtiŶg outƌight huŵaŶisŵ aŶd ŵost, if Ŷot 
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all, forms of realism. It should be noted here that it is not possible to talk about social 
theorists as feminists, intersectionalists, or postmodernists in general terms. Within all 
of these ͚desigŶatioŶs͛ theƌe aƌe sigŶifiĐaŶt diffeƌeŶĐes, eǀeŶ pƌofouŶd aŶd 
irreconcilable philosophical oppositions. In this respect it is essential to specify which 
particular work from within this diverse and contradictory field is being referred to.  
In the above paragraphs mention has been made of several feminist theorists who 
would each take at least a slightly different theoretical approach to problems of 
intersectionality and feminism. Barbara Merrill, Beverley Skeggs, Diane Reay, Patricia 
Hill Collins and bell hooks approach feminism, class and intersectionality in different 
ways, but it is not unreasonable to suggest that between them all there would be an 
acceptance that in addition to the discursive aspects of the creation and maintenance of 
Đlass ƌelatioŶs theƌe aƌe also ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt ŵateƌial aŶd ͚ƌeal͛ diŵeŶsioŶs to Đlass. This 
cannot be said of those theorists who hold that class is, in effect, either an exclusively 
discursive formation, or so close to being a purely discursive formation that any residual 
materiality is of no more than trivial importance; such perspectives exercise 
considerable influence.  
Here it will not be possible to examine this particular strand of thought in great depth 
but briefly an attempt will be made to delineate something of its troubled relationship 
to class. Briefly mention will be made of the some of the thinkiŶg aďout ͚Đlass͛ as it 
appears (or perhaps better said does not appear) in the work of Michel Foucault and 
Judith Butler. These two thinkers are chosen for several reasons. Both are significant 
figures in what might be called postmodern social theory, both have made important 
contributions to not only the study of gender but also to the ways in which power 
operates and indeed how it is resisted. Foucault might be said to be the originator of a 
tradition and Judith Butler is one of its leading contemporary developers. Neither can 
be considered to be Marxists, both Foucault and Butler are opposed to what might be 
seeŶ as Maƌǆist appƌoaĐhes to ͚Đlass͛, Ǉet ďoth Butleƌ aŶd FouĐault at ŵaŶǇ poiŶts iŶ 
their arguments could be reconciled to Marx without doing any great violence to the 
thinking of either party, it is also to be supposed that this last comment would horrify 
them both and they would deny its possibility. 
Throughout much of his most important work Michel Foucault insightfully traced the 
way in which power operated in society yet Foucault would not explicitly consider 
power in terms of class, in fact as far as I am aware Foucault in his later work would not 
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consider class even in its intersectionality with gender or regimes or coercion. The 
following celebrated passage on power is ĐoŶsideƌed to ďe a keƌŶel of FouĐault͛s 
thinking: 
… poǁeƌ eǆeƌĐised oŶ the ďodǇ is ĐoŶĐeiǀed Ŷot as a pƌopeƌtǇ, ďut as a 
strategy; that its effects of domination are attributed not to 
͞appƌopƌiatioŶ,͟ ďut to dispositioŶs, ŵaŶoeuǀeƌs, taĐtiĐs, teĐhŶiƋues, 
functionings; that one should decipher in it a network of relations, 
constantly in tension, in activity, rather than a privilege that one might 
possess; that one should take as its model a perpetual battle, rather than 
a contract regulating a transaction or the conquest of a territory.  In short, 
this poweƌ is eǆeƌĐised ƌatheƌ thaŶ possessed; it is Ŷot the ͞pƌiǀilege,͟ 
acquired or preserved, of the dominant class, but the overall effect of its 
strategic positions-an effect that is manifested and sometimes extended 
by the position of those who are dominated.. (Foucault, 1977, pp. 26-27) 
The passage is characteristically ambiguous, and is so at the points where clarity 
is most required, but it appears that in the final sentence of this quotation that 
FouĐault is aƌguiŶg that ͚poǁeƌ͛ is Ŷot the possessioŶ oƌ pƌivilege of a dominant 
class but rather power is the power to exercise power, and that this power might 
eǀeŶ ďe eǆteŶded ďǇ ͚those ǁho aƌe doŵiŶated͛. IŶ suŵ this is aŶ aƌguŵeŶt 
agaiŶst a ŶotioŶ of Đlass as the ͚pƌiǀilege, aĐƋuiƌed oƌ pƌeseƌǀed͛ to eǆeƌĐise 
poǁeƌ. Fƌoŵ the peƌspeĐtiǀe eŵploǇed iŶ this studǇ this idea of ͚poǁeƌ͛ ǁithout 
class is inadequate, the question of how power is exercised and in whose 
interest it is exercised, and above all against whom is power deployed must lead 
to notions of class. FouĐault͛s ǁoƌk staŶds at the ďegiŶŶiŶg of a tƌaditioŶ ǁhiĐh, 
from a Marxist perspective, is characterised by a peculiar and unnecessary 
obfuscation of questions of class.  
MuĐh of Judith Butleƌ͛s ǁoƌk is ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the disĐuƌsiǀe ĐƌeatioŶ of geŶdeƌ 
and she is seeŶ as a leadiŶg figuƌe ǁithiŶ ǁhat is ofteŶ ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚thiƌd 
geŶeƌatioŶ feŵiŶisŵ͛. The feŵiŶist ǁƌiteƌs ŵeŶtioŶed aďoǀe ǁould iŶ ŵost 
Đases also ďe ĐoŶsideƌed to ďeloŶg to this ͚thiƌd geŶeƌatioŶ͛. Butleƌ͛s ϭϵϵϬ ǁoƌk 
͚GeŶdeƌ Tƌouďle: FeŵiŶisŵ aŶd the “uďǀeƌsioŶ of IdeŶtitǇ͛ is ǁidelǇ aŶd 
justifiably seen as being ground-breaking, her subsequent work has continued 
to develop the thesis that gender is essentially a discursive formation. Indeed, 
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Butleƌ goes as faƌ as to see ͚geŶdeƌ͛ as ĐoŶstituted by the performance of 
gender, some of the implications of this are discussed later.  As with Foucault, 
Butler has a difficult relationship with questions of class, a difficulty she readily 
acknowledges.  
IŶ Butleƌ͛s ǁoƌk theƌe is little oƌ Ŷo ŵeŶtioŶ of ͚Đlass͛. This is iŶ keepiŶg ǁith the 
tenets of a type of postmodernist thinking which looks to individual variation far 
more than to commonalities. Butler is concerned with that which makes 
difference, to that which might divide or separate far more than to that which 
might unify or at least allow for meaningful solidarity. For Butler what she calls 
͚Ŷeǁ soĐial ŵoǀeŵeŶts͛ ǁhiĐh haǀe Đoŵe to ƌeplaĐe ͚Đlass͛ ŵust ďe ďased 
aƌouŶd the ƌeĐogŶitioŶ of ͚ĐoŶfliĐtual eŶĐouŶteƌ͛ ďetǁeeŶ ͚paƌtiĐulaƌisŵs͛: 
When new soĐial ŵoǀeŵeŶts aƌe Đast as so ŵaŶǇ ͚paƌtiĐulaƌisŵs͛ 
in search of an overarching universal, it will be necessary to ask how 
the rubric of a universal itself only became possible through the 
erasure of the prior workings of social power. This is not to say that 
universals are impossible, but rather that they become possible 
only through an abstraction from its location in power that will 
always be falsifying and territorializing, and calls to be resisted at 
every level.  Whatever universal becomes possible – and it may be 
that universals only become possible for a time, flashing up in 
BeŶjaŵiŶ͛s seŶse – will be the result of a difficult labour of 
translation in which social movements offer up their points of 
convergence against a background of ongoing social contestation. 
(Butler, 1998, p.38) 
What is being offered here where many would look for unity, is pretty much a 
͚bellum omnium contra oŵŶes͛ ǁith aŶ oĐĐasioŶal ͚flash͛ of ŵutualitǇ. Fiƌst of 
all Butleƌ seeŵs to ďe saǇiŶg that ǁhat she Đalls the ͚ƌuďƌiĐ of a uŶiǀeƌsal͛ ǁas 
oŶlǇ ŵade possiďle thƌough a Đlassless ͚soĐial poǁeƌ͛ eƌasiŶg diffeƌeŶĐes. Heƌe 
of course history tells a far more complex story. If we were to take the struggles 
foƌ ǁoŵeŶ͛s suffƌage as aŶ eǆaŵple it is tƌue that little atteŶtioŶ ǁas paid to 
͚paƌtiĐulaƌisŵs͛ as those ǀeƌǇ diǀeƌse paƌtiĐipaŶts iŶ the ŵoǀeŵeŶt all uŶited 
aƌouŶd the deŵaŶd foƌ uŶiǀeƌsal suffƌage iŶ effeĐt ͚Votes foƌ WoŵeŶ͛. IŶ the 
more recent examples of say, the campaigns against nuclear arms, or wars of 
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aggression in the Middle East it is a principal that as many groups and currents 
as possible unite for a universal end to nuclear weapons and for peace.  It seems 
uŶlikelǇ that Judith Butleƌ ǁould oppose eitheƌ of these ͚uŶiǀeƌsalisiŶg͛ 
movements, nor it is to be hoped, would she wish their unity to be possible only 
iŶ flashes set agaiŶst a peƌpetual ďaĐkgƌouŶd of ͚of oŶgoiŶg soĐial ĐoŶtestatioŶ͛. 
It is hard to imagine what type of viable social movement Judith Butler has in 
mind.   
This is Ŷot to saǇ that Judith Butleƌ͛s aƌguŵents are without merit whatsoever. 
WithiŶ the Maƌǆist tƌaditioŶ of ͚Đlass͛ theƌe has alǁaǇs ďeeŶ the idea of ͚uŶitǇ iŶ 
diǀeƌsitǇ͛, uŶdeŶiaďlǇ this ofteŶ oŶlǇ ƌeĐeiǀed lip seƌǀiĐe ǁhilst ďeiŶg igŶoƌed iŶ 
practice with the result that the limits and types of permitted diversity were 
narrowly prescribed and unity was all too often made in the image of leaders. 
The arguments raised by Judith Butler serve as a warning that unity in diversity, 
and diversity in unity, are preconditions of democracy yet it is exceedingly hard  
to see how continuing and even finer division, proceeding until it reaches the 
level of the absolutely particular in a context of unending contestation of 
difference, is a progressive prescription. What is logically unassailable is to argue 
there can be no class perspective if all that is brought into view is ever finer 
division aiŵed at ŵaǆiŵisiŶg paƌtiĐulaƌitǇ oǀeƌ ͚uŶiǀeƌsalitǇ͛. The ĐeŶtƌal thƌust 
of Judith Butleƌ͛s logiĐ is the oďliteƌatioŶ of Đlass, Ŷot its ƌeĐogŶitioŶ ǁithiŶ 
͚iŶteƌseĐtioŶalitǇ͛. 
A different but telling argument is brought to bear against Judith Butler by Seyla 
Benhabib (1995)who draws attention to the tension between feminism and post 
modernism in the context of postmodernism deĐlaƌiŶg the ͚death of the 
suďjeĐt͛. BeŶhaďiď iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ dƌaǁs atteŶtioŶ to Judith Butleƌ͛s aƌguŵeŶt 
ǁheƌe she takes oŶe of NietzsĐhe͛s stateŵeŶts agaiŶst huŵaŶisŵ aŶd a 
humanist conception of agency and turns it against the idea of a gendered 
identity behind the performance of gender: 
The challenge for rethinking gender categories outside of the 
metaphysics of substance will have to consider the relevance of 
NietzsĐhe͛s Đlaiŵ that iŶ ͚OŶ the GeŶealogǇ of Moƌals͛ that theƌe is 
Ŷo ďeiŶg ďehiŶd doiŶg, effeĐtiŶg, ďeĐoŵiŶg, ͚the doeƌ͛ is ŵeƌelǇ a 
fiction added to the deed – the deed is eǀeƌǇthiŶg͛. IŶ aŶ 
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application that Nietzsche himself would not have anticipated or 
condoned, we might state as a corollary: There is no gender identity 
behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively 
constituted by the ǀeƌǇ ͚eǆpƌessioŶs͛ that aƌe said to ďe ƌesults͛. 
(Butler, 1990, p. 23) 
In an argument parallel to that made by Benhabib it could be said that what 
Butleƌ is doiŶg heƌe is pƌeseŶtiŶg geŶdeƌ as a ͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ ďehiŶd ǁhiĐh theƌe 
is no performer. This arguŵeŶt ďǇ Butleƌ, iŶ keepiŶg ǁith NietzsĐhe͛s oǁŶ 
philosophy, is deeply anti-humanist. If there is only performance without a 
performer behind it, if the narrator, or the subject or the agentic human do not 
exist there can be no meaning. A bleaker viewpoint is unimaginable. We have 
now reached a point where it is possible to say why a view of gender similar to 
that put forward by Judith Butler has not been chosen for this project.  
Firstly the perspective chosen is one based on class. It has been stressed several 
times that the choice of class as a primary focus is not made to downplay gender; 
it has already been said that in our society (and that of The Isle of Thanet), class 
is gendered and gender is classed. Class might be foregrounded but gender is 
ever present. Indeed some of the aspects of class brought to the fore in this 
project are so gendered as to make their intersectionality overwhelmingly 
evident. All of the teachers in this study, including the only man, talk about the 
need to cope within regimes which are chaotic. All talk about the need to try 
and make things as beneficial as possible for the students, and the perceived 
obligation to support people who need them.  Such human values are here 
linked to class in the first instance. They are held to be class based values. Yet it 
is also perfectly possible to see these as gendered values, if fair minded people 
ǁeƌe asked to ͚geŶdeƌ͛ this paƌtiĐulaƌ Đlass Đultuƌe of ĐopiŶg, suppoƌtiŶg otheƌs, 
and working with impossible demands I think it is not difficult to imagine what 
the vast majority would say.  
It is not possible to make sense of class if it is abstracted completely from the 
lives of real people; it occurs in these lives intersected with race, gender, 
ethnicity, and indeed with history, but in order to study how lives are worked 
upoŶ ďǇ Đlass it is ŶeĐessaƌǇ to teŵpoƌaƌilǇ ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ Đlass. The ďell hooks title 
ĐoŶsideƌed aďoǀe ͚Wheƌe ǁe staŶd: Đlass ŵatteƌs͛ ŵakes just suĐh aŶ 
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abstraction of class from its intersectional context. Intersectionality must allow 
for these abstractions. It is not possible to consider class from a viewpoint which 
esseŶtiallǇ aƌgues that Đlass is eitheƌ effeĐtiǀelǇ, a ͚zoŵďie͛, oƌ ŶoŶ- existent, 
category of analysis.  
 
Thanet is an area which from the 1960s has been in economic decline, having never 
been particularly prosperous for most of its inhabitants. In individual lives this can be 
manifested in such things as small business people being ruined and in so doing 
ďeĐoŵiŶg oƌdiŶaƌǇ ǁoƌkeƌs. HaŶŶah͛s ŵotheƌ, loŶg past ƌetirement age, was forced to 
work in the Hornby factory  in order to make ends meet. Here we have another example 
of hoǁ Đlass aŶd plaĐe aƌe iŶteƌŶallǇ ƌelated. HaŶŶah͛s ŵotheƌ͛s ŵodest ǁealth ǁas 
substantially lost at the same time as Thanet lost its attraction as a holiday destination. 
Class and identity, even downward class mobility, must happen in a place and when this 
downward mobility is in some way a generalised experience in a particular geographical 
area then place, class, and identity are interwoven. 
 
In order to further bring out how an internal relations approach to class works it is 
eǆpedieŶt to ĐoŶtƌast Maƌǆ͛s appƌoaĐh ǁith aŶotheƌ. The alteƌŶatiǀe appƌoaĐh to 
questions of class is that associated with the sociologist Antony Giddens.  Giddens is a 
point of reference for thinking about class and identity for several reasons. In the years 
folloǁiŶg Blaiƌ͛s eleĐtioŶ iŶ ϭϵϵϳ GiddeŶs͛ ͚The Thiƌd WaǇ͛ supposedlǇ eŶĐapsulated the 
Ŷatuƌe of the tǇpe of goǀeƌŶaŶĐe Blaiƌ aŶd his ͚Neǁ Laďouƌ͛ adŵiŶistƌatioŶ sought to 
deǀelop iŶ BƌitaiŶ. GiddeŶs hiŵself ǁas ƌoutiŶelǇ ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚ToŶǇ Blaiƌ͛s faǀouƌite 
soĐiologist͛. The peƌiod duƌiŶg ǁhiĐh GiddeŶs staƌ ǁas supposedlǇ guidiŶg the Ŷaǀigatoƌs 
of the state ĐoiŶĐided eǆaĐtlǇ ǁith the peƌiod iŶ ǁhiĐh ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ ǁas ƌeshapiŶg 
liteƌaĐǇ teaĐhiŶg. BǇ aŶǇ aĐĐouŶt ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ ǁas a poliĐǇ ǁhiĐh folloǁed logiĐallǇ 
fƌoŵ Blaiƌ aŶd GiddeŶs͛ ǀisioŶ of ͚The Thiƌd WaǇ͛ ;foƌ eǆaŵple Blaiƌ, 1998a, 1998b, and 
Giddens, 2000, 2008). If we take the work of Giddens as a whole combining his vision of 
͚self ideŶtitǇ͛, ͚the tƌajeĐtoƌǇ of the self͛ ;GiddeŶs, 1991, pp. 70-ϭϬϴͿ aŶd ͚The Thiƌd WaǇ͛ 
then we will be able to gauge how congruent his vision of identity is with the policies 
formulated in their name. These policies very much shaped the professional lives of the 
six people whose life stories are told here.  
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At no point in the process of interviewing am I aware of any questions being asked 
ǁhiĐh eǆpliĐitlǇ ŵeŶtioŶed the ǁoƌds ͚Đlass͛ oƌ ͚ideŶtitǇ͛. It ǁill Ŷeǀeƌtheless alƌeadǇ ďe 
apparent that the life stories recounted in this thesis are crammed full of remarks and 
references which have a direct bearing on class and identity. Following on from the idea 
of class being constituted through internal relations with other things we find that most 
aspects of a life story can be approached from the perspective of its relationship to class. 
In this chapter we look at time, emplotment, discipline, poverty, and humanism.  
 
Dialectics of Class 
Maƌǆ did Ŷot aŶd Đould Ŷot haǀe giǀeŶ a suĐĐiŶĐt defiŶitioŶ of ͚Đlass͛, to do so ǁould 
have gone against his entire dialectical approach, however  there are in his work many 
passages which can be read to gain an understanding of the basic lineaments. One such 
passage has already been discussed and is worth quoting again in the context of 
analysing life stories.  
 
In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite 
relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production 
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their material forces of 
production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the 
economic structure of society, the real foundation on which arises a legal 
and political superstructure and to which corresponds definite forms of 
social consciousness. (Marx, 1859, p.20) 
 
What is iŵpoƌtaŶt heƌe is that huŵaŶs iŶ oƌdeƌ to ͚ƌepƌoduĐe͛ theiƌ soĐial eǆisteŶĐe 
͚eŶteƌ iŶto defiŶite ƌelatioŶs͛. Heƌe Maƌǆ ƌefeƌs to these ƌelatioŶs as ƌelations of 
production. In some readings of Marx it is assumed that these relations of production 
ƌefeƌ ǀeƌǇ ŶaƌƌoǁlǇ to ŶothiŶg ŵuĐh ǁideƌ thaŶ ǁhat ǁe ŵight thiŶk of as ͚the ǁoƌld of 
ǁoƌk͛. At its ŵost eǆtƌeŵe it seeŵs to soŵetiŵes ďe assuŵed that aĐtuallǇ Marx was 
referring only to what might be called industrialised production. This is not at all the 
Đase aŶd iŶ passages suĐh as the oŶe Ƌuoted aďoǀe Maƌǆ ƌefeƌs ͚to the totalitǇ of these 
ƌelatioŶs͛, this ŵight ďe ǀieǁed as alŵost all the ƌelatioŶs ǁhiĐh people enter into 
independent of their will including what are referred to as superstructural relations such 
as those ĐoŶsideƌed to ďe ͚legal aŶd politiĐal͛. CleaƌlǇ it is Ŷot possiďle iŶ a Đhapteƌ suĐh 
as this to ĐoŶsideƌ Đlass fƌoŵ the peƌspeĐtiǀe of the ͚totalitǇ of the ƌelatioŶs͛ iŶto ǁhiĐh 
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the teachers enter but class will be considered in the light of a selection of a few of 
these relations. A similar argument is used by Thompson when he refers to questions of 
class and class consciousness: 
 
The class experience is largely determined by the productive relations into 
which men are born – or enter involuntarily. Class-consciousness is the way 
these in which these experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in 
traditions, value systems, ideas, and institutional forms. We can see a logic 
in the responses of similar occupational groups undergoing similar 
experiences, but we cannot predicate any law. Consciousness of class arises 
in the same way in different times and places, but never in just the same 
way. (Thompson, 1963, p.9) 
 
The main contention of this chapter and of the project as a whole is that in the six lives 
disĐussed ǁe ĐaŶ tƌaĐe ǁhat ǁe ŵight Đall the Đlass ͚logiĐ͛ aŶd iŶdeed to a ĐeƌtaiŶ eǆteŶt 
the class consciousness of these teachers working in adult literacy on the Isle of Thanet 
in the first thirteen years or so of this century.  
 
Thompson and Marx in the quotations above both agree that the class experience is 
largely determined by the productive relations into which people are born or enter into 
against their will. These relations of production play the most decisive role in shaping 
the experience of class, and therefore identity but they do so in concert with a much 
ǁideƌ ͚totalitǇ͛ of soĐial ƌelatioŶs. It is ǁoƌth ĐoŶsideƌiŶg ǁhat ͚deĐisiǀe͛ ŵight ŵeaŶ. 
Something can be decisive without in anyway determining exactly how things will work 
out.  
 
We ĐaŶ iŵagiŶe the ͚deĐisiǀe͛ ƌole of the ƌelatioŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ as ďeiŶg ďƌoadlǇ 
analogous to the way in which the laws of hydrodynamics determine the flow of water. 
These laws are numerous but are far from being innumerable. The laws of 
hydrodynamics govern all flows of water throughout the world, of that there is no 
doubt, but this in no way should be taken as an argument that all rivers and streams 
flow in the same way. Each watercourse has a practically infinite variety of whirls and 
eddies changing over time in myriad forms but all flowing in accord with the same 
limited number of laws.  One way of approaching an understanding of class and identity 
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is to see it as the experience of similarity and regularity in the experience of groups of 
people occupying similar social positions. It is these experiences and their 
correspondence to similar social conditions in comparison to the experience of other 
individuals in broadly comparable contexts which give rise to class and identity. This 
giǀes ƌise to eŶoƌŵous ǀaƌiatioŶ aŶd ĐoŵpleǆitǇ to ͚Đlass͛ ǁhilst siŵultaŶeouslǇ giǀiŶg 
regularities in what might be described as the logic of class. 
 
The first point to make about class and identity in relation to the six lives discussed here 
is that in all cases the teachers concerned all needed to work in order to survive. If we 
ǁaŶted to use a ŵoƌe ͚fuŶdaŵeŶtalist͛ Maƌǆisŵ teƌŵ ;Ŷo less tƌue foƌ its laĐk of ŶuaŶce) 
all the teaĐheƌs disĐussed heƌe ǁeƌe oďliged to sell theiƌ ͚laďouƌ poǁeƌ͛ iŶ oƌdeƌ to 
survive. At the time at which the interviews took place all were obliged (or had been 
during their working lives) to sell their labour power as teachers of adult literacy. They 
might well have elected to do this in preference to working in other areas, for example 
both Hannah and Grace preferred teaching to working in IT, but if they did choose 
literacy teaching purely on the basis of individual agency, then the conditions of that 
ǁoƌk ǁeƌe oǀeƌǁhelŵiŶglǇ, ͚iŶdepeŶdeŶt of theiƌ ǁill͛. IŶ the Đases of ďoth GƌaĐe aŶd 
Hannah the choice of selling their labour power in the domain of teaching and not in IT 
was based on much more than remuneration. In terms of identity and work we can see 
that iŶ theiƌ ĐhoiĐes theƌe ǁas a sigŶifiĐaŶt ͚ŵoƌal͛ eleŵeŶt.  
  
IŶ eaĐh of the life stoƌies the teaĐheƌs ĐoŵplaiŶ of ͚Ŷot eŶough tiŵe͛ oƌ ͚too ŵuĐh to do͛ 
or a combination of the two, Susan was particularly interesting in this regard when she 
talked about the reasons for preferring teaching on her particular favourite course 
͚‘etuƌŶ to LeaƌŶ͛ as opposed to the geŶeƌal Đƌoss Đollege liteƌaĐǇ Đouƌses. “usaŶ 
pƌefeƌƌed ͚‘etuƌŶ to LeaƌŶ͛ ďeĐause theƌe ǁas tiŵe to ďe ŵoƌe eǆpaŶsiǀe iŶ the 
teaching of literacy, students could, for example, write an autobiographical piece. On 
the cross college literacy courses the target was the test and there was no time for much 
more than test preparation: 
 
You doŶ͛t feel like Ǉou͛ƌe just teaĐhiŶg, to shoǀe theŵ thƌough the liteƌaĐǇ 
test you know, because you do feel with the cross college teaching that it is 
like a sausage ŵaĐhiŶe, Ǉou͛ǀe got to Ǉou kŶoǁ, teaĐh to this paƌtiĐulaƌ 
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scheme of work and you know, shove them out at the end with their piece 
of paper.    
 
“usaŶ͛s ĐoŵŵeŶts iŶ this aƌea tell us soŵethiŶg aďout the logiĐ of Đlass. UŶďekŶoǁŶ to 
her the argument she puts forward is reminiscent of Marx himself talking about 
͚alieŶatioŶ. “usaŶ ideŶtifies herself in the process and the product of her labour. She 
sees the ͚ƌeal teaĐhiŶg͛ ǁith suffiĐieŶt tiŵe aŶd spaĐe alloǁed as ďeiŶg soĐiallǇ supeƌioƌ 
to the automated, machine governed drudgery of sausage makers. Here we certainly 
find ourselves getting into the ƌealŵ of ͚Đlass͛ as it ĐaŶ ďe iŵagiŶed that the ͚sausage 
ŵaĐhiŶe͛ appƌoaĐh ǁhiĐh she deĐƌies is soŵethiŶg heƌ ŵaŶageƌs ǀieǁ as aŶ ideal. 
 
Catherine made a telling point about the initial interviews which her colleague Gill would 
conduct with students who wished to enter a literacy programme. These initial 
iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁeƌe at least half aŶ houƌ loŶg. As the pƌessuƌe to iŶĐƌease ͚thƌoughput͛ oŶ 
courses increased these interviews became impossible. This was in line with the policy 
enshrined in directives assoĐiated ǁith ͚“kills foƌ Life͛ ǁhiĐh ƌeƋuiƌed all studeŶts to ďe 
put through an initial test, usually computer based, at the earliest possible opportunity.  
 
IŶ “aƌah͛s iŶteƌǀieǁ ŵaŶǇ ĐoŵŵeŶts aƌe ŵade aďout ǁoƌkload aŶd the iŵpossiďilitǇ of 
the demands made on teachers: 
 
I defiŶitelǇ ĐouldŶ͛t haǀe suƌǀiǀed aŶotheƌ OF“TED  theƌe...  I haǀe ďeeŶ 
thƌough ŵaŶǇ OF“TED͛s ŵaŶǇ, ŵaŶǇ, OF“TEDs, fiŶe okaǇ I ĐouldŶ͛t do 
another one at the college. ... I can tell you that now no matter what they 
paid me that was just the worst experience ever.  I did enjoy my time there, 
Ǉes it ǁas ǁhat I ǁaŶted to do, I eŶjoǇed all the diffeƌeŶt Đlasses ͚Đause Ǉou 
know you went into everybody and everything, you know like music, art, 
drama, carpenters, builders it was fine.  It was the expectations of workload, 
Ǉou kŶoǁ if oŶlǇ it hadŶ͛t ďeeŶ like that, ǁhiĐh is a gƌeat shaŵe ďeĐause I 
thiŶk that͛s the saŵe foƌ Đolleges eǀeƌǇǁheƌe.  
 
It is argued here that narratives of literacy teaching such as those above are also 
descriptions of the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of Đlass. IŶ the eǆtƌaĐt fƌoŵ “aƌah͛s iŶteƌǀieǁ aďoǀe she 
explicitly states that she believes the OFSTED experience is the same everywhere. In all 
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the interviews the experience of time is similar, the attitude towards managers and 
beyond them the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt is ƌeĐogŶisaďlǇ ͚us aŶd theŵ͛, theƌe is a ĐoŵŵoŶ feeliŶg 
of Ŷot ďeiŶg iŶ ĐoŶtƌol oǀeƌ ǁoƌk pƌoĐesses. IŶ ŵaŶǇ diffeƌeŶt aspeĐts these teaĐheƌs͛ 
experience can be viewed as experience in common; surely a constitutive element of 
͚Đlass͛.  
 
It is also worth considering how Paul used the criteria of time as a way of differentiating 
the experience of teaching in pre-incorporation FE from what he perceived as the 
speeded-up requirements of his latter years. Paul pointed to how he and a team of other 
teachers were once given a week without teaching so that they could design a course. 
Paul also ƌeŵaƌks aďout hoǁ ŵuĐh ĐoŶtaĐt tiŵe teaĐheƌs Đould ͚eŶjoǇ͛ ǁith studeŶts iŶ 
the first years of his teaching career. Teachers on comparable courses at the end of his 
teaching time were expected to achieve the same level of results, or indeed much higher 
levels with less teaching time. This, of course, is the teaching equivalent of the 
pƌoduĐtioŶ liŶe ͚speed up͛. To ǀaguelǇ paƌaphƌase HaƌdǇ͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of Tess͛s journey 
it Đould ďe said that Paul ƌeŵeŵďeƌed a tiŵe ͚topiĐs͛ foƌ lessoŶs suffiĐieŶtlǇ desĐƌiďed 
ǁhat ǁas to ďe doŶe, aŶd the teaĐheƌ͛s life ǁas Ŷot diǀided iŶto “MA‘T leaƌŶiŶg 
outcomes. This memory too is part of the experience of class.  
 
From the point of ǀieǁ of life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk iŶ eaĐh of the teaĐheƌ͛s aĐĐouŶts, aŶd eaĐh iŶ 
their own way, we can begin to gain an impression of the experience of time and how 
they believe that experience to be changing. Each says something slightly or even 
markedly differeŶt ďut iŶ ThoŵpsoŶ͛s phƌase iŶ eaĐh theƌe eŵeƌges the ͚logiĐ͛ of aŶ 
occupational group undergoing broadly similar experiences in very much the same 
historical circumstances. Here the pressure to have more students pass largely 
automated tests in standardised time periods together with an intensification and an 
expansion of tracking and record keeping leads to the feeling of the workload, as Sarah 
saǇs, Ŷot ďeiŶg ͚doaďle͛ eǀeŶ if a teaĐheƌ ǁoƌked ͚Ϯϰ houƌs a daǇ, ϳ daǇs a ǁeek͛.  
If we consider this time proďleŵ iŶ the light of C. Wƌight Mills͛ Đategoƌies of ͚puďliĐ 
issues͛ aŶd ͚peƌsoŶal tƌouďles͛ ;ϭϵϱϵ, pp. 8-13) we begin to see how something which 
eaĐh teaĐheƌ ĐoŶfƌoŶts iŶdiǀiduallǇ as a ͚peƌsoŶal tƌouďle͛ also eǆists as a ͚puďliĐ issue͛ 
when it is understood that the problem of time is confronted by all six teachers in similar 
ǁaǇs. IŶ the saŵe ǁaǇ the pƌoďleŵ of ͚tiŵe͛ ďeĐoŵes aŶ issue of Đlass aŶd ideŶtitǇ. The 
specific ways in which time and workload confront teachers of literacy to adults also 
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shapes the experience of being an adult literacy teacher. To paraphrase Thompson, if we 
watch these people over an adequate period of social change, we observe patterns in 
their relationships their ideas and their institutions. Class is defined by people as they 
live their own history and in the end this is the only definition. (Thompson, 1963, p.11) 
 
 
Class and a Neo-Liberal Regime 
We can also widen the focus of our purview look at the question of time for the literacy 
teachers as being a specific form of a wider historical problem. David Harvey writing in 
1990 suggested that at sometime in the early 1970s the world started to enter a new 
peƌiod of ͚tiŵe-spaĐe ĐoŵpƌessioŶ͛. HaƌǀeǇ suggests that this spaĐe tiŵe ĐoŵpƌessioŶ is 
deeply rooted in what is now referred to as neo-liberalism.  
 
IŶ ͚The CoŶditioŶ of PostŵodeƌŶitǇ͛ Daǀid HaƌǀeǇ ;ϭϵϵϬͿ pƌoduĐed a ĐƌitiƋue of 
philosophies, artistic movements, and forms of academic criticism linked to 
͚postŵodeƌŶitǇ͛. Although ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh opposed to ǁhat he sees as soŵe of its ŵoƌe 
outlandish manifestations Harvey seeks to produce an understanding of postmodernism 
in its historical context. In the work of many postmodernists there is a focus on how 
incessant change is a characteristic of postmodernity. Harvey argues that this change, 
volatility and ephermerality (p.285) is a consequence of the increased speed of the 
turnover of capital. As Harvey says the acceleration of capital circulation has many 
consequences most of which are experienced by the literacy teachers in their lives even 
if they do not see it in these terms:  
 
The first major consequence has been to accentuate volatility and 
ephemerality of fashions, products, production techniques, labour 
processes, ideas and ideologies, values and established practices. The sense 
that ͚all that is solid ŵelts iŶto aiƌ͛ has ƌaƌelǇ ďeeŶ ŵoƌe peƌǀasiǀe ;pp. 285-
286). 
 
In the six lives studied here time-space compression is experienced and commented on 
in many ways as increased work load, unending government initiatives, micro-
ŵaŶageŵeŶt of the teaĐheƌ͛s ǁoƌk, and in the reduction of independence in what might 
ďe Đalled the pƌofessioŶal ͚life ǁoƌld͛ of the teaĐheƌ. With ƌegaƌd to the latteƌ poiŶt it is 
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interesting to note that Catherine, Sarah, and Susan spoke at length about the required 
detail needed in lesson plans. As one teacher, not part of the study, ƌeŵaƌked to ŵe ͚ I 
spend more time filling in forms saying what I am going to do, and saying what I have 
doŶe, thaŶ I speŶd doiŶg it͛. 
 
Time-space compression (Harvey, 1990, pp. 201-308) is a very complex phenomenon 
which can be seen operating at various social levels. At one level it is seen as being very 
closely linked if not synonymous with globalisation, as capital circulates faster and over 
ever greater physical spaces producing the effect of a shrinking world.  
 
Fƌoŵ the peƌspeĐtiǀe of the siǆ teaĐheƌs ǁhose life stoƌies appeaƌ heƌe ͚tiŵe-spaĐe͛ 
compression is experienced primarily as the demand for everything to be done more 
quickly, but it is also present in other important ways.  Among these developments we 
ŵight poiŶt out the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh teaĐheƌ͛s tiŵe has ďeeŶ hoŵogeŶised so that it looks 
ŵoƌe like aŶǇ otheƌ ƌegiŵe of iŶdustƌial ǁoƌk tiŵe. TeaĐheƌs aƌe eǆpeĐted to ͚deliǀeƌ͛ a 
͚pƌoduĐt͛ iŶ aŶ eǀeƌ ŵoƌe fƌeƋueŶt aŶd ŵetƌiĐallǇ ŵodeƌated ƌate. Theiƌ ǁoƌk is more 
commonly compared to those people working in manufacturing or service industries and 
the demands on their work time, with the allied expectation of teachers being more 
͚fleǆiďle͛ ;iŶ the Ŷeoliďeƌal paƌlaŶĐeͿ ǁith theiƌ tiŵe.  TeĐhŶologiĐal adǀaŶĐe has further 
iŶteŶsified spaĐe ĐoŵpƌessioŶ thƌough ͚adǀaŶĐes͛ suĐh as eŵail. This teĐhŶologǇ is 
credited with having produced more effective communication; it has certainly increased 
͚iŶfoƌŵatioŶ͛ eǆpoŶeŶtiallǇ. It has also iŶuŶdated teaĐheƌs ǁith ĐoŶstaŶt and unending 
supervision, invigilation and almost unlimited responsibilities to comply with, and to 
provide contents for, forms.  
 
 Over the last twenty years it has become commonplace and no longer remarked upon 
that teaching activities must be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and 
Timebound (SMART). What is particularly interesting about this is that although SMART 
targets are enforced I know of no reasonable claim being advanced that this SMART 
approach actually corresponds in any real way to the processes of learning. Indeed in 
the Đhapteƌ of this studǇ oŶ ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ it ǁill ďe aƌgued that “MA‘T taƌgets haǀe 
come into eduĐatioŶ fƌoŵ the ͚MaŶageŵeŶt ďǇ OďjeĐtiǀes͛ sĐhool of ďusiŶess 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt assoĐiated ǁith Peteƌ DƌuĐkeƌ. It is ŵoƌe thaŶ ĐoiŶĐideŶĐe that the latteƌ͛s 
thinking became influential after the mid 1970s.  
Class and Identity 
241 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
 
I am quite sure that when Catherine laments the passing of the extended interview for 
literacy learners as part of their entry onto a course she does not consider this in terms 
of time-space compression or management by objectives. I think we can be equally sure 
that those who called for an end to such interviews did so because they had no specific 
content, produced no measurable result, achieved no palpable outcome, were not 
realistic, and were insufficiently time-bound. Students, it would have been argued could 
be placed more accurately by a computer based test and in far less organisational time.  
 
 
EŵplotŵeŶt aŶd ͚a pathǁaǇ through life͛ 
Throughout all the life stories it was possible to trace the idea of what those interviewed 
felt should haǀe ďeeŶ the ͚ĐoƌƌeĐt Đouƌse͛ of life. OŶlǇ iŶ the Đase of Paul Beer, the only 
male interviewed for this project, was there a feeling that his life had followed the 
͚ĐoƌƌeĐt͛ Đouƌse, though eǀeŶ iŶ his Đase he felt that he Đould Ŷot ďe eŶtiƌelǇ opeŶ aďout 
essential elements of his life . In all the other life stories there was an element of life not 
having followed the course which should have been expected. Where those telling their 
life stories felt that their lives had not followed the expected course it was evident that 
͚Đlass͛ had iŶ ŵaŶǇ ǁaǇs shaped the eǆpeĐtations which had been thwarted. In several 
of the life stories (at least those of Catherine, Hannah, Sarah, and Grace) there were 
poiŶts at ǁhiĐh the Ŷaƌƌatoƌs talked iŶ teƌŵs of theiƌ liǀes ͚haǀiŶg got ďaĐk oŶ tƌaĐk͛ oƌ 
soŵethiŶg siŵilaƌ.   CatheƌiŶe͛s stoƌy is the most remarkable in that her parents came 
into a small fortune by sheer chance. For Catherine this almost takes on something of a 
͚fouŶdliŶg͛ tǇpe of stoƌǇ as she ďelieǀes that she aŶd heƌ paƌeŶts fouŶd theŵselǀes iŶ 
the wrong class. In another example of the idea of a life going down the wrong path I 
ǁas stƌuĐk ǁheŶ HaŶŶah asked ǁhat she did afteƌ leaǀiŶg sĐhool ƌeplied ͚Well ǁhat I 
didŶ͛t do ǁas go to uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛, HaŶŶah had appaƌeŶtlǇ seĐuƌed a plaĐe ďut iŶstead 
became active in evangelical Christianity. The idea of a correct course through life will be 
considered in terms of class and what Polkinghorne (1988, pp. 61-62) refers to as 
͚eŵplotŵeŶt͛.  
 
 
PolkiŶghoƌŶe deǀelops the idea of ͚eŵplotŵeŶt͛ as ďeiŶg a ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐ of Ŷaƌƌatiǀes 
such as those used in life stories. Polkinghorne initially argues that life narratives are a 
Class and Identity 
242 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
type of chronicle, or a discourse form based on the temporal sequencing of events. The 
idea being quite simply that in a chronicle first one thing happens and then another and 
so on. In all chronicles the events are related one to another and the chronicle achieves 
the status of discourse because the elements from which it is made cohere temporally 
and linguistically. Polkinghorne refers to this as first order coherence (p.61). What is 
special to narratives is that in this form the chronicle also possesses a second order of 
reference or coherence. As Polkinghorne puts it: 
 
The meaning produced by the chronicle discourse is related to the temporal 
order of objective time. When the same set of facts found in a chronicle list 
are emplotted into a narrative the meaning produced is of a different time 
order – the historical or recollective order of time.  
In order to bring about the transformation in meaning and show the second 
referent, the events, agents, and agencies referred to in a chronicle must be 
encoded as story elements (p.61) 
 
Here Polkinghorne is simply making the point that all narratives presented as stories (or 
emplotted) take events, agents, and agencies and link them together in a meaningful 
way. A life story does not just link events together in a logical, but also a meaningful 
way. The elements of the story are invested with meaning. Polkinghorne then proceeds 
to make a claim about truth in narrative: 
 
The kinds of truths with which narrative history deals are of a different order than 
those generated by the formal logic of scientific paradigmatic discourse. The test 
of the truth of historical narrative is its capacity to yield a plot from a set of first 
order real events. This is the truth of coherence. (p.62)  
Materialists and therefore Marxists would have no significant grounds for disputing 
PolkiŶghoƌŶe͛s theoƌǇ of eŵplotŵeŶt as stated heƌe saǀe foƌ a possiďle ƌeseƌvation 
about limits to the capacity of narrative to yield a plot. Coherence with the reality of 
͚fiƌst oƌdeƌ eǀeŶts͛ is a pƌeĐoŶditioŶ of tƌuth. Naƌƌatiǀe ĐaŶŶot itself Đƌeate tƌuth if it 
does Ŷot ͚ĐoheƌeŶtlǇ͛ ƌefleĐt fiƌst oƌdeƌ eǀeŶts. 
 
Emplotment is a key feature of the life story form of narrative. Crucially it is an 
important aspect of the process by which those telling the story make sense of the 
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events in their life and the context in which they happened. At first it seems 
unremarkable, even obvious that a person asked to talk about their life and career as a 
teaĐheƌ of liteƌaĐǇ to adults tells theiƌ stoƌǇ iŶ a ͚this is hoǁ I got to heƌe͛ soƌt of ǁaǇ. 
But as with other narrative forms the study of the conventions is revealing, not least 
because emplotment is the process by which people explore and create coherence in 
their life story. It is especially interesting therefore that in several of the life stories 
presented here there was a sense that people felt that their lives had for extended 
periods gone in the wrong direction. This idea of having gone astray implies that there 
was an intended, expected or correct course. Implicit within such ideas are notions of a 
͚logiĐ͛ of Đlass.  
 
The seŶse of life haǀiŶg goŶe astƌaǇ is stƌoŶgest iŶ CatheƌiŶe͛s stoƌǇ. CatheƌiŶe͛s paƌeŶts͛ 
greyhound brought them a considerable amount of prize money. Catherine makes the 
poiŶt aďout heƌ paƌeŶts ďeiŶg ͚ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass͛ ďut ďeiŶg aďle to seŶd heƌ to a pƌiǀate 
school which she attended alongside people who were different to her. As Catherine 
saǇs ͚I alǁaǇs felt that it ǁasŶ͛t ƌight foƌ ŵe theƌe ďeĐause theǇ ǁeƌe ǀeƌǇ posh aŶd theǇ 
did haǀe a lot of ŵoŶeǇ aŶd ŵǇ ŵotheƌ͛s fƌieŶds ǁeƌe Ŷot like that theǇ ǁeƌe ǁoƌkiŶg 
Đlass people͛. Lateƌ this feeliŶg of Đlass is eǆteŶded eǀeŶ to cover the correct form of 
tƌaŶspoƌt to take to tƌaǀel to ski ƌesoƌts ͚theǇ ǁould go off oŶ theiƌ skiiŶg holidaǇs aŶd 
we would go to France and places but we would go in the car ... you know go over the 
ŵouŶtaiŶs iŶ the Đaƌ͛. That CatheƌiŶe feels that theƌe was a correct way of travelling to a 
ski resort, that her parents did not respect the convention was down to their being of 
the ͚ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass͛. BǇ iŵpliĐatioŶ CatheƌiŶe ďelieǀes that ͚Đlass͛ deteƌŵiŶed hoǁ oŶe 
should oƌ should Ŷot tƌaǀel. CatheƌiŶe͛s feelings of unease and incongruence are 
particularly strong in relation to class and it is as though her feelings of being in the 
wrong place permeate her whole history of school education. Even when recounting her 
return to education and university in later life there is a feeling that Catherine saw 
herself as something of a misfit compared to her fellow university students. 
 
IŶ heƌ ďook ͚The People: the ‘ise aŶd Fall of the WoƌkiŶg Class͛ “eliŶa Todd ;ϮϬϭϰͿ giǀes 
significant space to the story of Viv NicholsoŶ ǁho ďeĐaŵe faŵous foƌ heƌ ͚“peŶd, 
speŶd, speŶd͛ ĐoŵŵeŶts as she aŶd heƌ husďaŶd ĐolleĐted theiƌ footďall pools ǁiŶ iŶ 
1961. Viv the daughter of a miner had been born in Castleford in 1936. A more 
steƌeotǇpiĐal ͚ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass oƌigiŶ͛ is haƌd to iŵagiŶe.  
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Foƌ “eliŶa Todd the life stoƌǇ of Viǀ NiĐholsoŶ ͚iŶ eǆaggeƌated foƌŵ͛ eĐhoes ŵaŶǇ 
iŵpoƌtaŶt Đlass theŵes ;p.ϯϲϬͿ. Viǀ͛s lifestǇle ;oƌ ƌatheƌ its taďloid ƌeŶdeƌiŶgͿ ǁas held 
up to condemnation for some four decades as her money was spent and she fell into 
deďt. The taďloid pƌess ŵiǆed iŶto the ĐoŶdeŵŶatoƌǇ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe of Viǀ͛s life a pƌuƌieŶt 
iŶteƌest iŶ heƌ ŵaƌƌiages aŶd fƌieŶdships. WheŶ Viǀ ƌetuƌŶed pooƌ aŶd ͚huŵďled͛ to heƌ 
life iŶ Yoƌkshiƌe the taďloids pƌeseŶted heƌ stoƌǇ as oŶe of ͚a ďƌassǇ upstaƌt getting her 
just desseƌts͛. IŶ attƌiďutiŶg aŶ eŵďleŵatiĐ iŵpoƌtaŶĐe to Viǀ͛s stoƌǇ “eliŶa Todd poiŶts 
to what many who knew her felt to be the personal warmth and sincerity of the real 
person at the centre of the story. From her viewpoint as a social historian what Selina 
Todd ĐoŶsideƌs to ďe of iŵpoƌtaŶĐe is the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh Viǀ͛s stoƌǇ deŵoŶstƌates just 
how strongly social values constrain class mobility in Britain: 
 
If Viǀ͛s stoƌǇ is oŶe of aspiƌatioŶ, it is also a stoƌǇ that deŵoŶstƌates the liŵits 
of fantasy ... that anyone can reinvent themselves and must do so ...For 
ultiŵatelǇ Viǀ ĐouldŶ͛t: the ŵoŶeǇ dƌaiŶed aǁaǇ aŶd she ƌeŵaiŶed a 
working class woman in Castleford. Her experiences before the win were just 
as important as the thousands she won in defining her place in the world. 
Viǀ͛s stoƌǇ shoǁs that eǀeŶ the laƌgest pools ǁiŶ iŶ histoƌǇ Đould Ŷot ŵake 
social mobility easy. Once she had reached the private estate of her dreams, 
she ƌealized that the goal ǁasŶ͛t ǁoƌth the effoƌt it took heƌ to attaiŶ it. For 
class implicates and contains everyone ... (pp. 363-364) 
 
When Catherine recounts the story of her parents or Selina Todd tells the story of Viv 
Richards the normally almost imperceptible constraints of class become visible because 
they are broken or fƌaǇed. HaŶŶah ‘iĐhaƌds͛ ĐoŵŵeŶt aďout Ŷot goiŶg to uŶiǀeƌsitǇ 
ǁheŶ she ǁas eǆpeĐted to, oƌ “aƌah͛s aďout the uŶsuitaďilitǇ of heƌ fiƌst husďaŶd iŶitiallǇ 
iŶ heƌ paƌeŶts͛ opiŶioŶ, aŶd theŶ lateƌ heƌ oǁŶ, aƌe eǆaŵples of the saŵe pƌoĐess ďǇ 
which a few strands of the myriads of constraints which hold people in their class 
position become visible only because they are, often only temporarily, unravelled.  
 
The idea of a transgression indicating class constraints along the lines suggested by 
SelinaTodd is also pƌeseŶt iŶ seǀeƌal episodes iŶ GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ. GƌaĐe͛s ĐoŶǀiĐtioŶ foƌ 
shoplifting is one such episode. The shopkeeper who prosecuted the eighteen year old 
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Grace had put a gregarious and vivacious young woman in sole charge of an off licence 
in a deprived town with a reputation for night time roughness. Later Grace with the 
encouragement of her friends stole drink and cigarettes to the value of some nine 
pouŶds. GƌaĐe iŶitiallǇ pleaded guiltǇ ďut at heƌ fatheƌ͛s iŶsisteŶĐe ĐhaŶged the plea to 
not guilty. We might imagine the scene in court of an attractive young working class 
ǁoŵaŶ ͚ǁith attitude͛ appeaƌiŶg ďefoƌe the Đouƌt. ChaŶgiŶg a plea aŶd theƌeďǇ ĐostiŶg 
the court and the police time and money is never popular and those who elect to do so 
generally realise that if fouŶd guiltǇ theiƌ puŶishŵeŶt ǁill ďe ŵoƌe seǀeƌe. GƌaĐe͛s 
punishment was indeed at the more severe limit of what might have been expected for 
a first and only offence.  
 
GƌaĐe͛s ĐoŶǀiĐtioŶ, heƌ fiŶe, aŶd the deŵaŶd that eǀeŶ iŶto heƌ fifties after a life without 
any problems with the law she must declare her conviction every time she applies for a 
job within education seems to be an outstanding example of how behaviour deemed to 
be transgressive can play a part in the construction of class and identity. It seems 
particularly strange that the state in the form of the police and courts should be involved 
in the case of an eighteen year old involved in a minor theft from a shop. The shop 
owners who put her in the way of temptation were not even reprimanded according to 
Grace. In a very ordinary, quotidian context Grace transgressed the laws of private 
property, she and her friends took and consumed that of which she was the custodian 
and vendor but not the owner. That she might have been reprimanded and dismissed 
was not sufficient; we might imagine that arguments were raised about the need to 
ŵake aŶ eǆaŵple of heƌ. GƌaĐe͛s deŵeaŶouƌ aŶd appeaƌaŶĐe iŶ the Đouƌt attƌaĐtiǀe, 
defiant and feigning a lack of fear would, we might imagine, have contributed to the 
ŵagistƌate͛s feeliŶg that the Đouƌt Ŷeeded to teaĐh heƌ a lessoŶ.  Fƌoŵ the poiŶt of ǀieǁ 
of the Đouƌt, aŶd theƌefoƌe the state, GƌaĐe͛s puŶishŵeŶt ǁas a ǁhollǇ ŵuŶdaŶe paƌt of 
its ǁoƌk. IŶ GƌaĐe͛s life stoƌǇ it ǁas oŶe of the ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt eǀeŶts of her life. This 
leads us into a consideration of the state.  
 
 
The State 
The Marxist Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991) whose life academic and otherwise led him to 
consider the state from a variety of viewpoints writing in 1966 argued that: 
 
Class and Identity 
246 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
The theory of the state is the core, or if you will, the culmination of Marxian 
thought. Very naturally from the outset it has led to particularly passionate 
controversies. No other aspect of Marxian thought has been so blurred, 
distorted, and befogged as this. (p. 122) 
 
In his own work Lefebvre developed a Marxist analysis of the state which not only 
eŶĐoŵpassed Maƌǆ͛s lateƌ ǁƌitiŶgs, suĐh as ͚Capital͛ ďut also his eaƌlieƌ ͚HegeliaŶ͛ 
manuscripts,. Lefebvre also drew on his own extensive experience both academic and 
practical in the areas of the sociology of everyday life (1947/1991, 1961/2002, 
ϭϵϲϴ/ϮϬϬϱͿ aƌĐhiteĐtuƌe aŶd the theoƌǇ of spaĐe ;ϭϵϳϰͿ. HeŶƌi Lefeďǀƌe͛s paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ 
rounded approach to the question of the nature of the modern state was we must 
assume also influenced by his years fighting with the French Resistance in the Pyrenees 
and his return their to study the interplay of peasant life and agriculture with the 
deǀelopŵeŶt of phǇsiĐal aŶd soĐial spaĐe iŶ ŵouŶtaiŶ ĐoŵŵuŶities. IŶ his ͚CƌitiƋue of 
EǀeƌǇdaǇ Life͛ Lefeďǀƌe ;ϭϵϰϳ/ϭϵϵϭͿ aƌgues that  studǇ of ͚huŵaŶ ƌealitǇ͛, soŵethiŶg 
which for him would most certainly include  class, identity, and the state can be 
effectively studied by moving from the everyday and trivial, in addition to the study of  
the exceptional: 
 
The critique of everyday life involves an investigation of the exact relations 
between these terms. It implies criticism of the trivial by the exceptional  - 
but at the same time criticism of the exceptional by the trivial, of the elite by 
the mass – of festival, dreams, art and poetry, by reality. (p.251) 
 
The fragmentary views of  class or state to be found in these life stories cannot provide a 
full sociological account of these things, but fragments must always be related in shape 
and nature to the whole of which they are a part; this makes their study worthwhile.  
 
As ǁith ͚Đlass͛ so ǁith ͚the state͛. FƌieŶds aŶd foe alike haǀe seaƌĐhed ǁithout suĐĐess 
for a definition from Marx. Marx wrote extensively about the state throughout his life 
without eveƌ offeƌiŶg a siŶgle defiŶitioŶ. MuĐh of Maƌǆ͛s eaƌlǇ ǁoƌk iŶ ǁhiĐh he 
deǀeloped a ĐƌitiƋue of Hegel ǁas ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith aŶ iŶteƌƌogatioŶ of the latteƌ͛s 
ǁƌitiŶgs oŶ the state. Maƌǆ͛s ͚EighteeŶth Bƌuŵaiƌe of Louis NapoleoŶ͛ ;ϭϴϱϭͿ ŵight ǁell 
be seen as a treatise on the state written from the perspective how a minor and rather 
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ridiculous figure came to be head of the French state. Read from this perspective the 
͚EighteeŶth Bƌuŵaiƌe͛ shoǁs ǁhǇ Maƌǆ does Ŷot pƌoduĐe a defiŶitioŶ of the state as he 
sees it as being constituted in an endless flow and flux of relationships existing 
simultaneously as a polity, laws and institutions, armies and militias, cultures and 
traditions to name only some of its constituents.  
 
OŶe of the ďiggest pƌoďleŵs iŶ disĐussioŶs of ͚the state͛, iŶĐludiŶg iŶ disĐussioŶs aŵoŶg 
Maƌǆists has ďeeŶ the teŶdeŶĐǇ to take desĐƌiptioŶs oƌ defiŶitioŶs of ͚the state͛ ǁhiĐh 
are in themselves one sided, put forward in a particular context, or for a particular 
purpose and to then see these as being all encompassing. In many of these cases the 
oƌigiŶal pƌoduĐeƌs of the desĐƌiptioŶs of ͚the state͛ ǁeƌe aǁaƌe of theiƌ liŵitatioŶs, theiƌ 
particularity and their partiality but those who have taken up the definitions are less 
aware than the originators of the problems of these characterisations of something 
which entails manifold complexity.  
 
Bertell Ollman whose approach to Marxism is characteristically based on the philosophy 
of internal relations believes that many definitions of the state are of use in certain 
contexts but become wrong once the comprehension of their one sidedness is lost: 
 
The ŵaiŶ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs of Maƌǆ͛s theoƌǇ of the state – that it is an 
instrument of the capitalist class (Lenin and Miliband), an objective 
structure of political functions interlocked with capitalist economic 
functions (early Poulantzas), an arena of class struggle (late Poulantzas), 
the illusory community arising out of alienated social relations (early 
Ollman), and the hegemonic political ideology (Gramsci) – are such one 
sided relations. (Ollman, 1993, p.89) 
 
Ollman is not saying that any of the views of the state listed here are wrong only that 
these views are one sided, furthermore this one sidedness is inescapable because in 
each case the authors have taken a particular aspect of the state as their viewing point. 
When anything is viewed the vantage point effects its appearance. The example of Lenin 
given above exercised an extreme historic importance. In this case I think Ollman is 
ƌefeƌƌiŶg to LeŶiŶ͛s paŵphlet ͚The “tate aŶd ‘eǀolutioŶ͛ ǁhiĐh ǁas ǁƌitteŶ iŶ eaƌlǇ 
1917. The pamphlet was written in the middle of a period of violent revolutionary 
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upheaval and war it especially considered questions of state violence. Certain quotations 
lifted from this pamphlet without any regard for the context in which they were written 
dominated Marxist discussion of the state for decades and in the worst cases were used 
to justify crimes. It was just this narrow vision of the state that Lefebvre refers to as 
͚ďluƌƌed, distoƌted, aŶd ďefogged͛. 
 
The ǀieǁ of the state ǁhiĐh ǁill ďe takeŶ heƌe is also ͚oŶe-sided͛. The life stories contain 
within them glimpses of the attitudes of the teachers towards the state and therefore 
their perceptions of how it shapes their attitudes and socially positions them. The simple 
contention here is that elements of an understanding of class and identity can be 
gleaned from the accounts of interactions with the state in the life stories presented 
here. These accounts can be analysed not to produce any overarching account of the 
state but to give instances of its effect in everyday lives which might then help to 
evaluate more expansive accounts.  
 
Although it is not mentioned by any of the teachers whose life stories are discussed here 
a most important and basic fact is that all are employed by the state even if indirectly. 
Those working in FE colleges, or Adult Education are employed by corporations which 
are nominally independent of the state but in practical terms receive almost all of their 
funding from state agencies. The same applies to private providers of literacy teaching. 
'Present and Correct' was one such example dependent for its income and students on 
The Job Centres. OFSTED despite claims to the contrary is very much a state 
organisation, so much so that the more senior inspectors and employees of OFSTED sign 
the Official Secrets Act. OFSTED itself is officially described as a non ministerial 
government department in exactly the same way as the National Crime Agency or the 
Crown Prosecution Service. This is of considerable importance as all the more senior 
managers working in the area of adult literacy must manage their colleges in line with 
OFSTED requirements. In the early years of this century a process began which by 
degree has led to the existing regime in which OFSTED inspection handbooks and notices 
have become the manuals by which colleges are managed and governed. In this regard it 
is ǁoƌth ƌeĐalliŶg “aƌah͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of heƌ ƌeasoŶs foƌ leaǀiŶg fuƌtheƌ eduĐatioŶ ;FEͿ: 
 
I defiŶitelǇ ĐouldŶ͛t haǀe suƌǀiǀed aŶotheƌ OF“TED theƌe...  I haǀe ďeeŶ 
thƌough ŵaŶǇ OF“TED͛s  ŵaŶǇ, ŵaŶǇ OF“TED͛s fiŶe okaǇ I ĐouldŶ͛t do aŶotheƌ 
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one at the college. ... I can tell you that now no matter what they paid me that 
was just the worst experience ever. 
 
If we accept what Sarah says it follows logically that she left FE because of the regime of 
state inspection. A more powerful shaping of class and identity for a teacher of literacy 
to adults is hard to imagine. In all of the interviews with each of the teachers OFSTED 
was discussed. For example in each comment made about lesson planning and the 
keeping of records it is implied that the exact manner in which records are kept and the 
extent of record keeping is connected with OFSTED inspections and the managers frantic 
efforts to be OFSTED compliant.  
 
OFSTED requirements exert a continuous influence in almost all aspects of the teachers 
lives far beyond the few days of the actual inspection. In recent years OFSTED has 
stressed that it reserves the right to inspect at very short notice often less than a week. 
These inspections are bizarrely referred to as ͚light touĐh͛ oƌ ͚sŶapshot͛ as those to ďe 
inspected have little or no lead time to prepare especially. The result is that preparation 
is perpetual, the only time during which it is possible to rule out an inspection is 
immediately after one has been completed. This means that the preparation for 
inspection happens day in day out and determines almost everything which the 
managers and the teachers must do. Susan alludes to this regime when she talks about 
thiŶgs ĐoŵiŶg ďaĐk to ͚ďite Ǉou͛. 
 
It͛s  all the other nonsense about sending ten million e-mails and backing 
theŵ up, Ǉou kŶoǁ Ǉou͛ƌe just ĐoǀeƌiŶg Ǉouƌself the ǁhole tiŵe ...  BeĐause 
you know that things will come back later on to bite you on the bum. 
 
Later in this project in the chapter on managerialism some of the themes mentioned 
here will be examined in greater depth. Managerialism clearly overlaps with questions of 
the state and in many ways becomes one of the most direct manifestation of state 
intervention in the day to day working life of the adult literacy teacher.  The OFSTED 
regime leads in effect to all teachers at all times having to conduct their work in 
accordance with what the representatives of the state expect to find conducting 
inspections.  
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We have already talked about workload and the feeliŶg, pƌeseŶt iŶ all the teaĐheƌ͛s life 
stories, of not being able to manage their work in the ways expected. This is reflected in 
the accounts they give of exceedingly high expectations of students in terms of 
attendance and achievement of certificates, and the detail of teachers reporting back on 
their work. The official discourse from OFSTED typically frames the requirements placed 
oŶ teaĐheƌs iŶ teƌŵs of ͚staŶdaƌds͛, iŶdeed the title of the ďodǇ itself is OffiĐe foƌ 
Standards in Education. Writing soŵe Ǉeaƌs ago aďout ͚staŶdaƌds͛ ‘aǇŵoŶd Williaŵs 
ƌeŵaƌked that the ǁoƌd staŶdaƌd ofteŶ had a ͚futuƌe͛ ŵeaŶiŶg, iŶ suĐh Đases staŶdaƌd 
referred not to what existed but to what should exist in an imagined or idealised future 
world:  
 
The old measures, or the existing grades are inadequate and we will aim at 
something better. ... Instead of referring back to a source or of authority , or 
taking a current measurable state, a standard is set, projected ideas about 
conditions which we have not yet realized but which we think should be 
realized. There is an active social history in this develop of the phrase. 
(Williams, 1983, p.291) 
 
The paƌtiĐulaƌ ŵeaŶiŶg of ͚staŶdaƌds͛ as used ďǇ OF“TED is ǀeƌǇ siŵilaƌ to that 
suggested by Williams. OFSTED introduced new standards in September 2012 (OFSTED, 
ϮϬϭϮͿ. The gƌade of ͚“atisfaĐtoƌǇ͛ ǁas ƌeplaĐed ďǇ ͚Needs IŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt͛. It is felt ďǇ 
ŵaŶǇ iŶ the seĐtoƌ that ͚Needs IŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt͛ effeĐtiǀelǇ ďeĐaŵe ͚UŶsatisfaĐtoƌǇ͛. This 
had the kŶoĐk oŶ effeĐt of ŵakiŶg the ͚Good͛ gƌade effeĐtiǀelǇ ͚“atisfaĐtoƌǇ͛. Theƌe has 
been a steady stream of comments from OFSTED since 2012 about the need to tackle 
aŶd deŵaŶd iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt fƌoŵ ͚ĐoastiŶg͛ iŶstitutioŶs ;e.g. DepaƌtŵeŶt foƌ EduĐatioŶ, 
2015) and teachers through a process of continuous performance review (e.g. 
OFSTED,2014). These comments have contributed to the feeling that OFSTED is only 
satisfied ǁith teaĐheƌs aŶd iŶstitutioŶs ǁhiĐh aĐhieǀe aŶ ͚OutstaŶdiŶg͛ gƌade. The 
laŶguage of OF“TED ǁith ƌegaƌd to ͚staŶdaƌds͛ is uŶĐoŵpƌoŵisiŶg to the point of 
bullying. In a report on Further Education for 2013/2014 OFSTED pointed out that as a 
ƌesult of its oǁŶ iŶspeĐtioŶs teaĐhiŶg aŶd leaƌŶiŶg had ͚iŵpƌoǀed͛: 
 
Teaching and learning has been a major focus for OFSTED inspections over the 
past two years. ... the quality of teaching, learning and assessment inspected 
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in 2013/14 was substantially better than in previous years. This has had a 
positive impact on the proportion of providers judged to be good or 
outstanding this year. However, within this broadly positive picture, only 18 
providers – about one in 20 – were judged to have outstanding teaching. 
(OFSTED, 2014a, p. 15) 
 
OFSTED setting itself the task of improving teaching and learning gave as its first priority 
improving teaching and learning through what they saw as the need to impose 
͚ƌeleŶtless aŶd ƌigoƌous ŵoŶitoƌiŶg of the ƋualitǇ of teaĐhiŶg͛;OF“TED, 2014a, p. 16). 
The OFSTED vision appears as one in which all those involved in such things as teaching 
literacy to adults will only be saved fƌoŵ theiƌ oǁŶ ŵedioĐƌitǇ ďǇ ͚ƌeleŶtless aŶd 
ƌigoƌous͛ iŶspeĐtioŶ. The use of the ǁoƌd ͚ƌeleŶtless ͚is of paƌtiĐulaƌ sigŶifiĐaŶĐe ĐaƌƌǇiŶg 
within it notions of harshness, inflexibility, and incessant intensity. The OED actually 
defiŶes the ǁoƌd ͚ƌeleŶt͛ in terms of yielding to compassion (OED, 1982). This is certainly 
not the only time that OFSTED and its spokespeople are associated with a lack of 
compassion (Paton, 2012; Henry, 2012; Legge, 2013). 
 
The argument which I wish to put forward is that in the life stories studied here the 
teachers express their anxieties about the demands of their work, because they feel that 
they are always measured against a standard which it is impossible to attain. This 
standard is to a great degree enforced and measured by a state agency. All of the 
teachers interviewed for this project saw themselves at least as reasonably good 
teachers achieving respectable results and providing their students with something 
better than a respectable service. Each of the teachers interviewed worked within an 
iŶstitutioŶ ǁhiĐh ǁas offiĐiallǇ gƌaded as ͚Ŷeeds to iŵpƌoǀe͛. OffiĐiallǇ theƌefoƌe ͚Ŷeeds 
to iŵpƌoǀe͛ ĐoŶstituted a sigŶifiĐaŶt paƌt of these teaĐheƌs͛ ideŶtities.  
 
There is a further aspect to the relationship of the literacy teachers to the state as it 
affects their class and identity. From the point of view of their students the teachers are 
themselves involved in enforcing of a literacy regime, this is more or less apparent in 
each of the life stories. In the stories of Hannah, Catherine, Sarah, Grace, and to a lesser 
extent Paul and Susan there are mentions of the work they do, or have done, to try and 
͚get peoples͛ liǀes ďaĐk oŶ tƌaĐk͛. Foƌ HaŶŶah ;at PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐtͿ, “aƌah, aŶd GƌaĐe 
much of this work was directly concentrated, at least officially, on getting people into 
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ǁoƌk oƌ ŵakiŶg people ͚eŵploǇaďle͛. At ĐeƌtaiŶ poiŶts the GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt aŶd OF“TED 
liŶkiŶg of eŵploǇaďilitǇ aŶd liteƌaĐǇ took oŶ aŶ opeŶlǇ, eǀeŶ pƌoudlǇ ͚HuŵaŶ Capital͛ 
approach to the problem which in turn justified a coercive approach to literacy teaching 
and learning. Over the history of Skills for Life following its introduction in 2001 it is 
possible to trace an ever heavier accent in official Government policy on the idea that 
those deemed to have low literaĐǇ skills had aŶ oďligatioŶ to ͚iŵpƌoǀe͛ theiƌ liteƌaĐǇ 
skills in order to improve the position of Britain vis a vis other competitor nations, 
Charles Clarke the Secretary of State for Education and Skills writing in 2003 put it this 
way: 
 
Four out of five jobs created now will require skill levels above A-level. Only 
one-third of Britons have these compared to three-Ƌuaƌteƌs of GeƌŵaŶs. It͛s 
Ŷot just the leaƌŶeƌ͛s peƌsoŶal suĐĐess that haŶgs iŶ the ďalaŶĐe. What of the 
cost to British business? (DFES, 2003, p. 3) 
 
Something of the incongruence of stated government policy and the actuality of literacy 
teaching comes out if we think of Catherine teaching young unemployed women in 
former mining villages, Sarah teaching on a deprived housing estate trying to coax 
reclusive identical twins into relations with classmates, or Grace teaching young men 
awaiting prison sentences. It is fair and reasonable to assume that for those involved in 
this work, including the teachers and even the college managers it was at least very, 
very, difficult to see their work as being aimed at improving British competitiveness with 
the high teĐh iŶdustƌies of the GeƌŵaŶ MittelstaŶd. Chaƌles Claƌke͛s plaŶs foƌ 
international competiveness would, if they had known anything about them, have 
appeared pharaonic to literacy teachers working with apprentices in Further Education 
Colleges let alone to those in dilapidated community centres or pupil referral units. Even 
if ǀeƌǇ feǁ liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌs kŶeǁ aŶǇthiŶg of the detail of Chaƌles Claƌke͛s plaŶs, or 
indeed anything of the plans of his present day Ministerial contemporaries they do find 
theŵselǀes ͚aligŶiŶg͛ their activities with the states intentions even if this alignment is 
far from being straight and true.  
 
We have already mentioned how often the teachers interviewed for this project talked 
about lesson planning and record keeping. A key part of this process is the Individual 
Learning Plan (ILP) a document which is supposedly the property of the student but is 
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more realistically a record completed by the teacher, or the student and teacher 
working together. This record documents what the teacher and student have covered in 
Đlass; it is supposedlǇ a ƌeĐoƌd of aĐtiǀitǇ aŶd aĐhieǀeŵeŶt. It foƌŵs paƌt of the ͚audit 
tƌail͛ foƌ OF“TED iŶspeĐtoƌs, FE ŵaŶageƌs iŶ geŶeƌal aŶd those ǁho ŵaŶage ͚teaĐhiŶg 
ƋualitǇ͛ iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ. These leaƌŶiŶg plaŶs also foƌŵed the loǁest leǀel at ǁhiĐh auditoƌs 
managed how public money was spent by a college or other institution. It was supposed 
that by studying how much had been covered in class auditors could assess to some 
extent whether or not the public purse was in receipt of value for money.  
 
Something of the way in which state objectives are interpreted and enforced in 
classroom practice was captured in an article by Mary Hamilton which looked at literacy 
teaĐheƌs aŶd studeŶts usiŶg ILPs to aligŶ studeŶt aŶd teaĐheƌ ͚ideŶtities͛ ǁith ǁhat 
HaŵiltoŶ ƌefeƌs to as ͚sǇsteŵ goals͛;HaŵiltoŶ, 2009). Hamilton explains that the 
puƌpose of heƌ studǇ is ͚to deŵoŶstƌate͛ hoǁ ͚the ILP is a key technology of alignment 
ďetǁeeŶ loĐal aŶd sǇsteŵiĐ pƌaĐtiĐes aŶd ideŶtities͛ ;p.ϮϮϮͿ. HaŵiltoŶ͛s studǇ aŶalǇses 
how teachers and students in literacy classes are obliged to record their activities and 
indeed to organise what they do in line with a national syllabus for adult literacy 
learners, and the requirements of auditors both educational and financial. The ILP must 
shoǁ ŵetƌiĐated aŶd tiŵe ĐoŶstƌaiŶed ͚aĐhieǀeŵeŶts͛. IŶ the paƌlaŶĐe of OF“TED, aŶd 
ŵost otheƌ ďodies Đhaƌged ǁith ŵoŶitoƌiŶg ͚ƋualitǇ͛ the taƌgets ŵust ďe iŶ aĐĐoƌd ǁith 
the acronym  SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Time-bound). 
Measurable in this context means that the teacher and learner are not encouraged, or in 
practice permitted, to record any activity which is not open to being tested. It is not 
permitted for example to work towards a stated target of increased understanding or 
appreciation of something as it is held that neither understanding nor appreciation are 
measurable. Hamilton talks throughout the article in terms of the alignment of 
͚ideŶtities͛ ǁith ǁhat aƌe Đalled ͚sǇsteŵ goals͛. This is ƌeŵaƌkaďle oŶ tǁo aĐĐouŶts.  
 
Firstly what Hamilton calls system goals are in the terms used in this chapter nothing 
more or less than the state goals. The ILP whilst it is many things is undoubtedly a 
document which relates teaching and learning activity to the state objectives in adult 
literacy. There is much more that could be said about this, not least as Hamilton shows 
in her article and indeed all the teachers interviewed for this project would affirm the 
teacher and the student find ways to complete the ILP which satisfies the auditors but 
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hides (or at least leaves undeclared) activities which they legitimately enter into in class 
which are not in accord with the ILP. This them will be taken up and developed in the 
chapter on managerialism but for the moment it will be stated that managers and 
inspectors do not worry too much if the ILP is the educational equivalent of a set of false 
ledgers in accountancy, what matters most is that the ILP appears to be in conformity 
ǁith ǁhat HaŵiltoŶ Đalls ͚sǇsteŵ goals͛. 
 
Secondly the insistence on only including the measurable, and the testable  in the ILP 
ŵeaŶs that ͚offiĐiallǇ͛ oŶlǇ that ǁhiĐh ĐaŶ ďe oďseƌǀed aŶd eǆaŵiŶed ͚oďjeĐtiǀelǇ͛ is 
peƌŵitted iŶ Đlass. This ǁould plaĐe teaĐhiŶg ǁithiŶ aŶ eŶtiƌelǇ ͚ďehaǀiouƌist͛ paƌadigŵ.  
As Watson pointed out more than one hundred years ago when setting out the tenets of 
behaviourist psychology with the argument that it was necessary to: 
 
dispense with consciousness in a psychological sense. The separate 
observation of 'states of consciousness', is, on this assumption, no more a part 
of the task of the psychologist than of the physicist. .... This suggested 
elimination of states of consciousness as proper objects of investigation in 
themselves will remove the barrier from psychology which exists between it 
and the other sciences. (Watson, 1913) 
 
This convergence of OFSTED enforced exigencies of audit trails with the foundations of 
behaviourist psychology is far from a random coincidence. Behaviourist psychology 
sought to eliminate consciousness from psychology because it was neither measurable 
Ŷoƌ oďseƌǀaďle. I thiŶk that it ĐaŶ ďe plausiďlǇ aƌgued that ͚ĐoŶsĐiousŶess͛ iŶ the foƌms it 
takes iŶ eduĐatioŶ ; thiŶgs suĐh as ͚uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg͛ aŶd ͚appƌeĐiatioŶ͛Ϳaƌe siŵilaƌlǇ 
excluded from the world of educational audit trails. From the point of view of both 
teachers and auditors to acknowledge the existence of that which can be neither 
measured nor metricated is to acknowledge some element of mystery in education.   
CatheƌiŶe ǁho talked aďout iŵpossiďle ͚papeƌ tƌails͛ aŶd the tiŵe it took to Đoŵplete 
might be taken as speaking for all the teachers: 
 
when will we do the teaching? ... as long as they have got a paper trail and as 
loŶg as Ǉou͛ǀe got pƌogƌess it͛s got to ďe eŶough ... Ǉou ĐaŶ͛t ďe eǆpeĐted to 
fill out those ƌidiĐulous sheets afteƌ sheets ... I peƌsoŶallǇ doŶ͛t agƌee ǁith it. 
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It would be possible to go through all of the life stories and collect similar expressions of 
uŶease ǁith this ͚aligŶŵeŶt of ideŶtities͛. The poiŶt is that the ideŶtitǇ of the teaĐheƌs 
and students is constrained and shaped by these practices. This is not at all to deny that 
teachers and students resist official interpretations of their identity and try to shape 
their own experiences. The point is that this extensive record keeping which excludes 
much of their real identity and activity thereby officially making it illegitimate or even 
clandestine. To be officially accepted these teachers must present an image of their 
activity which is not completely truthful.  
 
In this analysis of class and identity as it appears in the life stories the focus so far has 
been on their professional lives. Looking more widely it becomes harder to generalise 
their experiences outside of their professional context. Three of the women interviewed 
(Sarah, Grace, and Hannah) had experienced long periods of their life as single mothers 
and had lived in straitened circumstances if not poverty during this time. Surveyed 
across generations three of those  interviewed could be said to have experienced 
downward social mobility, though this was clearly the case it did not appear in their life 
stoƌies as aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt theŵe. Paul͛s faŵilǇ had its roots in small scale business 
ownership in Thanet,or in the case of his father, colonial administration. Paul and his 
ǁife depeŶded oŶ ǁages foƌ theiƌ iŶĐoŵe. “usaŶ͛s fatheƌ fƌoŵ ǁhoŵ she ǁas distaŶĐed 
had been a very senior army officer, she was a confirmed teacher who did not want to 
ďe aŶǇthiŶg ͚higheƌ͛. HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts had lost oƌ used up theiƌ saǀiŶgs aŶd she had 
spent many years living on unemployment benefit. If Catherine had benefitted from her 
parents winning a modest fortune with the greyhounds this had not extended 
significantly into her own life and she and her husband very definitely needed to work. 
 
In the case of Grace her experience with the courts and the considerable influence that 
has had on her life seems to contribute to her feeliŶg that ͚the sǇsteŵ͛ deteƌŵiŶes ǁhat 
is expected of the person. Grace in middle age sees herself as having largely given up on 
tƌǇiŶg ͚to ďeat the sǇsteŵ͛. IŶ this ƌegaƌd it is ǀeƌǇ iŶteƌestiŶg to see hoǁ iŶ heƌ ͚life 
ǁoƌld͛ ;WilliaŵsoŶ, 1998) Grace elides the state and her father: 
 
I had a thing about being told what to do. I think I still have it now. I think that 
because my Dad was twenty years older than my mum, so I think I have grown 
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up with ... I hate authority. Well I hated back then authority. I had no respect 
foƌ it. It ǁasŶ͛t soŵethiŶg that I Đhose it ǁas just soŵethiŶg that ǁas oďǀiouslǇ 
in me. ... I just tried to beat the system, trying to bunk off, just thinking that I 
could win. 
 
Grace also points to how later in her life becoming the person she is today involved her 
breaking away from her father, and her husband whilst developing what might be 
described as a tolerable modus vivendi with the state. When considering the latter it is 
interesting to note how Grace will (sotto voce) demur from doing what authority 
requires. In the case of the young man whom the police sought Grace could not bring 
heƌself to faĐilitate his deteŶtioŶ, iŶ the Đase of ͚Alďeƌta͛ GƌaĐe ǁoƌked ǁith the ǇouŶg 
ladǇ ǁho ǁas ͚Ŷot that ĐleaŶ͛, agaiŶst the diƌeĐtioŶ of heƌ school. That this should 
happeŶ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of studǇiŶg ͚Of MiĐe aŶd MeŶ͛ is ŵoƌe thaŶ iƌoŶiĐ. WithiŶ GƌaĐe͛s 
story this incident could be considered a poignant example of the alienated nature of a 
school curriculum which whilst enforcing the study of a modern classic celebration of 
the huŵaŶe tƌies to eǆĐlude a loŶelǇ teeŶage ͚ŵisfit͛. 
 
Taken together it would seem that in terms of class and identity the professional context 
of the teachers had exerted a more important influence than any other factor at least 
when the interpretation of their lives takes their work as its starting point.  
 
It is possiďle that if the life stoƌies had takeŶ foƌ eǆaŵple aŶ eǆploƌatioŶ of ͚geŶdeƌ͛ as its 
starting point then at least identity if not class might have emerged in a different form. 
Even if this different starting point had been chosen then the professional life of these 
teachers would have been of great importance.  
 
In our society what work we do exerts a considerable (I would say determining) 
influence on who we aƌe. This alloǁs foƌ the ͚ĐategoƌǇ͛ of ǁoƌk to ďe iŶteƌpƌeted 
broadly, it must go beyond the idea of simply how a wage or salary is earned and 
incorporates ideas of our wider engagement with the world through social activity. In 
the case of all six literacy teachers in this project it would appear that their professional 
work constitutes a very significant part of their total social activity, as such it has an 
important part in their class and identity. This is not at all to say that these teachers are 
a produĐt of theiƌ ǁoƌk. ‘eal people aƌe Ŷeǀeƌ the ͚pƌoduĐt͛ of a set of ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes 
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with the same conditions producing the same results. Real people exist as the way in 
which they as individuals live within these circumstances they are not a product of them.  
 
One way of trying to grasp the idea of class and identity as it is appears in these life 
stories is to look for those areas in which regularities or similarities appear between 
them. These similarities are usually not to be found as measurable objective facts but as 
rough parallels or as correspondences of experiences held in common. Here the 
experiences of being language teachers in the first twelve years of this century in Thanet 
gives rise to these similar experiences being held in common and has played a central 
role in shaping the social experiences of all six lives. Each life is very different but each 
evinces broad similarities of class and identity, here only a few of the features shared 
have been discussed and highlighted.  
 
So far in this chapter a case has been presented for the consideration of class and 
identity in the lives of the six teachers. This has of necessity only looked at certain 
features of these lives as the contention is that it is not possible ever to give an 
exhaustive account of class. Marx dealing with a similar problem, that of trying to 
uŶdeƌstaŶd ǁhat ǁas ŵeaŶt ďǇ ͚pƌopeƌtǇ͛, ǁƌote the folloǁiŶg: 
 
In each historical epoch, property has developed differently and under a set of 
entirely different social relations. Thus to define bourgeois property is nothing 
else than to give an exposition of all the social relations of bourgeois 
production. 
 
To try to give a definition of property as of an independent relation, a category apart, an 
abstract and eternal idea can be nothing but an illusion of metaphysics or jurisprudence. 
(Marx, 1847/1975, pp.141-142) 
 
The ǁoƌd ͚Đlass͛ ŵight ďe suďstituted iŶ eaĐh Đase foƌ ͚pƌopeƌtǇ͛. The poiŶt heƌe is that 
Đlass ĐaŶŶot ďe uŶdeƌstood as ͚a ĐategoƌǇ apaƌt͛. This agaiŶ ŵeaŶs that aŶǇ 
consideration of class and identity must be conducted with due attention paid to the 
opposition of the abstract and the concrete. In the above quote Marx is arguing against 
the possibility of giving an abstract definition. Concretely class and identity exist in 
relationships which function on many levels and in different areas. It is not possible to 
Class and Identity 
258 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
consider class and identity abstractly. This is simply another way of saying that class and 
identity cannot be considered apart from, separately, or away from the actual 
cirĐuŵstaŶĐes iŶ ǁhiĐh theǇ ͚happeŶ͛ oƌ eǆist.  
 
In this chapter it has been possible to consider class and identity in only a few of the 
concrete circumstances in which it occurs in the life of the literacy teachers on whom 
this study is based. It would be wrong to believe that these limited insights can ever 
provide more than fleeting glimpses of class and identity. To build up a complete picture 
in its full concreteness it would be necessary to consider every aspect of class and 
identity in the lives of the teachers throughout the whole of their lives and in all their 
interconnections with the social world they inhabit.  
 
If a complete picture of class and identity is not possible at least we can make the case 
that these ͚gliŵpses͛ aƌe theŵselǀes ƌeǀealiŶg. A stƌoŶg Đase ĐaŶ ďe ŵade foƌ saǇiŶg 
that these insights which might be gleaned from the life stories do at least have the ring 
of authenticity which comes from an understanding of the account as rendered by the 
people themselves.  
 
The Reflexive Project of the Self 
This brings us back to the approach to class and identity associated with Anthony 
Giddens. It will be argued that Giddens attempts an abstract approach to class and 
identity based on a self-constructed narrative.  
 
The attempt by Giddens to analyse class and identity clearly has value and repays 
ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ. It ǁill ďe aƌgued heƌe that ǁhat he puts foƌǁaƌd  is Ŷot ͚ǁƌoŶg͛ ďut oŶlǇ 
looks at one dimension of identity and in his presentation of this as the whole picture his 
work on contemporary identity becomes one sided. To use an analogy from art it is as 
though GiddeŶs ďelieǀes he has pƌoduĐed a ͚ƌealistiĐ͛ piĐtuƌe of Đlass oƌ ideŶtitǇ ǁhile 
they have actually reproduced an image of their subject working in only one, or at best 
two, dimensions.  
 
Anthony GiddeŶs takes as a staƌtiŶg poiŶt the idea that ͚Ŷeǁ ŵeĐhaŶisŵs of self-
ideŶtitǇ͛ aƌe ͚shaped ďǇ – yet also shape -the iŶstitutioŶs of ŵodeƌŶitǇ͛ ;ϭϵϵϭ, p.ϮͿ. 
GiddeŶs theŶ aƌgues that ǁhat is ͚Ŷeǁ͛ aďout the ŵeĐhaŶisŵs of ideŶtitǇ is that:  
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͚the self is Ŷot a passive entity, determined by external influences; in 
forging their self identities, no matter how local their specific contexts of 
action, individuals contribute to and directly promote social influences 
that are global in their consequences and implications. (p. 2) 
 
GiddeŶs͛ ǁƌitiŶg iŶ passages suĐh as this ŵakes foƌ deŵaŶdiŶg ƌeadiŶg oŶ tǁo ĐouŶts. 
Firstly there are many places where it is not easy to grasp what is being said at the 
stƌaightfoƌǁaƌd ͚loĐutioŶaƌǇ͛, oƌ ͚ǁhat does this ŵeaŶ?͛ leǀel. Yet more profound 
challenges are posed when trying to gauge the validity of the assertions contained in the 
ǁƌitiŶg. IŶ the aďoǀe shoƌt Ƌuote GiddeŶs stƌesses  ͚Ŷeǁ ŵeĐhaŶisŵs͛ Ǉet oŶlǇ oŶe 
ŵeĐhaŶisŵ is giǀeŶ, ͚the ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐt of the self͛, aŶd theƌe appears to be no 
argument to support the idea that the mechanism(s) is/are new. It would seem only 
ƌeasoŶaďle to ďelieǀe that ͚the self͛ eǆists histoƌiĐallǇ aŶd is theƌefoƌe histoƌiĐallǇ 
contextualised. The self identity of a mediaeval villain, the eighteenth century plebeian 
wife seller(Thompson, 1991, pp. 404- 465) or a twenty first century teacher of literacy to 
adults are formed under very different historically given conditions and for this reason 
we take them to be different. This is not to accept the argument which Giddens seems 
to ďe ŵakiŶg ǁhiĐh is that the ͚ŵeĐhaŶisŵs͛ ďǇ ǁhiĐh self ideŶtitǇ is foƌŵed aƌe 
diffeƌeŶt iŶ diffeƌeŶt histoƌiĐal ĐoŶteǆts. The ǁoƌd ͚ŵeĐhaŶisŵs͛ itself is a little 
unfortunate here as it obviously implies something mechanical, which is not likely to be 
ǁhat GiddeŶs ǁished to ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate. Foƌ ͚ŵeĐhaŶisŵs͛ ǁe ĐaŶ justifiaďlǇ suďstitute 
the teƌŵ ͚pƌoĐesses͛. What ǁe haǀe heƌe theŶ is GiddeŶs ďasiĐallǇ saǇiŶg that ͚ideŶtitǇ͛ 
is foƌŵed thƌough iŶteƌaĐtioŶ ǁith the ͚ǁoƌld͛ aŶd that the contemporary world is 
different to that which existed in different historical times. Giddens argues that the 
͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐt of the self͛ is a ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ pheŶoŵeŶa, a ƌesult of ͚Ŷeǁ 
ŵeĐhaŶisŵs͛ oƌ pƌoĐesses ǁhiĐh haǀe appeaƌed oŶlǇ ƌeĐeŶtlǇ at least for the greater 
part of the population.  
 
Giddens does not present any evidence that the processes are new, indeed when they 
are described they appear to be very similar to what they have always been; processes 
by which people individually and, more importantly socially, interact with an existing 
objective world. Giddens does not establish how the processes of interaction have 
changed historically but he does stress that the self is not a passive entity.  There is a 
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clear implication that in the past the self ǁas ͚deteƌŵiŶed ďǇ eǆteƌŶal iŶflueŶĐes͛ aŶd 
that today it is much less so. Giddens appears to offer no evidence to demonstrate that 
iŶ tiŵes past the self ǁas ͚a passiǀe eŶtitǇ͛; the iŵpliĐatioŶ is that if the ͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐt 
of the self͛ is Ŷeǁ aŶd has come into existence only in the contemporary period then it 
was by default hitherto non-eǆisteŶt. GiddeŶs pƌopositioŶ that the ͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐt of 
the self͛ is a Ŷeǁ thiŶg does iŶ faĐt seeŵ to ƌuŶ ĐouŶteƌ to ŵost histoƌiĐal aĐĐouŶts of 
the self. There is not time or space to present here a historic account of the self; 
pointing to a logical problem in Giddens argument will need to suffice.  The logical 
problem which lies at the core of Giddens argument is that it is very difficult to imagine 
ǁhat ͚a self͛ ŵight ďe if it ǁas Ŷot ͚ƌefleǆiǀe͛. We ŵight suppose theƌefoƌe ͚selfs͛ as loŶg 
as they have existed have been reflexive.  
 
It ǁould appeaƌ to ďe Ƌuite logiĐal to aƌgue that ǁhat is uŶdeƌstood ďǇ ͚the self͛ ŵust of 
necessity be integral to processes of self reflection. Without the presence of self 
ƌefleĐtioŶ it is haƌd to ĐoŶĐeiǀe of ǁhat a ͚self͛ ŵight ƌeside iŶ. IŶdeed the etǇŵologiĐal 
oƌigiŶs of the ǁoƌd ͚self͛ iŶ EŶglish go ďaĐk to at least Old EŶglish ǁheƌe its use ǁas 
recognisably similar in important respects to that found today. To kill oneself in old 
EŶglish ďeiŶg the aĐt of ͚selfďaŶa͛, self loǀe ǁas ͚selfliĐe͛ aŶd ŵost suƌpƌisiŶglǇ fƌee ǁill 
ǁas kŶoǁŶ as ͚self ǁill͛. “uĐh eǀideŶĐe poiŶts Ŷot at all to the Old EŶglish self aŶd the 
contemporary self as being the same but it does indicate that the self has for at least a 
thousand years been inextricably linked to processes of reflection, and considering the 
Old EŶglish ǀoĐaďulaƌǇ Ƌuoted heƌe it is also Đleaƌ that ͚self͛ has alǁaǇs ďeeŶ liŶked to 
ideas of agency (Self: Oxford English Dictionary 1989).  
 
It is not possible to accept that the self as presented by Giddens is an entirely new 
phenomenon. It appears that what is actually new in all this is that Giddens sees the self 
as ͚a pƌojeĐt͛. UŶsuƌpƌisiŶglǇ the ͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐt of the self͛ is iŶ keepiŶg ǁith ͚Thiƌd 
WaǇ͛ thiŶkiŶg, soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh GiddeŶs hiŵself aƌgues. IŶ ϮϬϭϬ GiddeŶs ǁƌote a pieĐe 
for the Policy Network in which he argued that although the term Third Way had 
become corrupted (Giddens, 2010) what he saw as its true mission the renewal of social 
democracy was still important and that reflexivity remained at its core. Giddens points 
to the ƌole of the iŶteƌŶet iŶ iŶteŶsifǇiŶg ƌefleǆiǀitǇ iŶ the peƌiod ďetǁeeŶ the ďook͛s 
publication aŶd his ͚ƌeǀisitiŶg͛ it iŶ ϮϬϭϬ:  
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When I wrote The Third Way the internet was in its infancy. Yet for the most 
part the internet has deepened and extended processes that were already 
visible at that time. I referred to these generically as the increasing reflexivity 
of modern social life. Reflexivity means that individuals and groups have 
regularly to decide how to act in relation to a flow of incoming information 
relevant to those decisions. (Giddens, 2010, no page)  
 
This interplay between the internet aŶd the ͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐt of the self͛ ŵight ďe 
illustrated in the lives of the literacy teachers in this project. Those teachers talk o form 
filling, being monitored by computers, dealing with large numbers of e-mails etc. Whilst 
the internet has brought benefits to these teachers it seems a little optimistic to refer to 
theŵ ͚ƌegulaƌlǇ deĐidiŶg hoǁ to aĐt iŶ ƌelatioŶ to a floǁ of iŶĐoŵiŶg iŶfoƌŵatioŶ͛. 
Overwhelmingly for these teachers the only option open to them was compliance with 
internet based systems of work discipline and at an intensifying pace.     
 
When trying to evaluate the reflexive project of the self we keep returning to the 
problem of what, if anything, is new in what is argued by Giddens. Approached from a 
Marxist viewpoint Giddens reflexive project appears as something voluntaristic and this 
is of iŶteƌest. The teƌŵ ͚ǀoluŶtaƌistiĐ͛ heƌe ƌefeƌs to a ǀieǁ ǁhiĐh sees iŶdiǀiduals as 
being able to act in a manner which is relatively unconstrained. Consider the following: 
 
'A person's identity is not to be found in behaviour, nor - important though this 
is - in the reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative 
going. The individual's biography, if she is to maintain regular interaction with 
others in the day-to-day world, cannot be wholly fictive. It must continually 
integrate events which occur in the external world, and sort them into the 
ongoing 'story' about the self.' (Giddens, 1991, p.54). 
 
Here Giddens is  promoting an approach to identity which is akin to, if not identical with, 
the post ŵodeƌŶ appƌoaĐh ǁhiĐh holds ͚Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛, oƌ ͚teǆt͛ to ďe aďsolute. This ǀieǁ 
holds that things are the way they are because of the way we talk, or write about them. 
The more traditional approach which many post modernists reject is that the way things 
are exercises an important, or even inescapable, constraining influence on how we 
might talk or write about them. When the limits of this constraint are exceeded the text 
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will be seen as unbelievable, incredible, or delusional. That an iŶdiǀidual͛s ďiogƌaphǇ 
ĐaŶŶot ďe ͚ǁhollǇ fiĐtiǀe͛ seeŵs to iŵplǇ that it ŵight ďe possiďle foƌ it to ďe 
͚suďstaŶtiallǇ͛ oƌ ͚pƌiŶĐipallǇ͛ a pieĐe of fiĐtioŶ. BiogƌaphǇ is Ŷot fiĐtioŶ. Theƌe aƌe 
certainly fictional biographies, some of which do a wonderful job of presenting realities, 
but this is very different to someone presenting an account of their life which is fictive. 
Biogƌaphies, autoďiogƌaphies, aŶd peoples͛ aĐĐouŶts of ǁho theǇ aƌe ŵust all Đoŵe iŶto 
being through the imagination of the person producing the narrative and there is plenty 
of room for things like interpretation, elaboration or even self deception, but this is very 
different to just making something up. 
 
It ŵight ďe the Đase that GiddeŶ͛s use of the eǆpƌessioŶ ͚ǁhollǇ fiĐtiǀe͛ ŵight ďe 
considered to be unfortunate or of negligible importance but it seems to be more than 
that especially when occurring after the first sentence in the quotation which presents 
aŶ uŶusual idea of hoǁ ͚ideŶtitǇ eǆists͛. A peƌsoŶ͛s ideŶtitǇ ŵust ďe fouŶd iŶ their 
behaviour, the reactions of others and in the way they in turn react to others. All of 
these reactions and relationships exist in the context of people leading their lives in 
circumstances which they encounter as objectively existing. It is impossible to think of 
identity existing outside of all or any of these things. The aspect of identity which 
GiddeŶs ƌefeƌs to as ͚the the ĐapaĐitǇ to keep a paƌtiĐulaƌ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe goiŶg͛ ŵust ďe a 
function of behaviour and social interaction within given social contexts.  If instead the 
ĐƌeatioŶ oƌ ŵaiŶteŶaŶĐe of a ͚Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛ is seeŶ as the souƌĐe of ideŶtitǇ aŶd the otheƌ 
processes are wholly, or even substantially subservient to it we are faced with a post 
modern form of solipsism.  
 
GiddeŶs͛ ͚self͛ appeaƌs as though it is the creation of an individual as though this process 
of constructing the self did not happen in fundamentally social process. In accounts such 
as that presented by Giddens the self is fundamentally something which comes about as 
a result of individual choice. Sight is lost of some fundamental social facts which mean 
that in reality not only is choice limited to socially available options but also the process 
of choosing between options is based on socially determined criteria. This is not to deny 
agency to individuals but to recognise that individuality is a social phenomena.  
 
Considering the lives as lived by the teachers in this project it seems difficult to imagine 
theiƌ stoƌies as ďeiŶg ͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐts͛ of the self. This is Ŷot at all to deŶǇ that there 
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aƌe ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt diŵeŶsioŶs of ͚ageŶĐǇ͛ iŶ these liǀes. At a huŵaŶ leǀel it is appaƌeŶt 
that the battle to establish and maintain agency involves courage and determination. 
The image of these lives being seen as the navigation small craft on big seas has already 
been employed but it seems very fitting. The teachers in this project find themselves 
facing an objectively existing social world which is harsh, constraining and exhausting 
and it is in this context that they try to chart and maintain a course. It is also clear that 
often this life course is determined by factors well beyond their control. To talk about 
the liǀes of people suĐh as these teaĐheƌs as ďeiŶg ͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐts of the self͛ ŵakes 
little sense.     
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The Management of Illusions; Managerialism, Performativity and 
Alienation 
 
 
The destructive character knows only one watchword: make room; only one activity; 
clearing away. ... The destructive character is young and cheerful. For destroying 
rejuvenates in clearing away the traces of our own age:  
Walter Benjamin, 1931. The Destructive Character.   
 
 
It would be possible to argue that all the life stories presented in this project, or at least 
the portions of these which deal with the professional life of their subjects, are filled 
with incidents which provide illustrations of managerialism.  To just draw attention to 
incidents would however fall short of capturing the full influence of managerialism; 
incidents alone cannot depict the pervasiveness of its influence. Managerialism is a force 
ever present in the lives of these teachers. 
 
This chapter will endeavour to show that the professional work of the teachers 
discussed is so permeated by managerialism that no aspect of their endeavours 
ĐoŵpletelǇ esĐapes its iŶflueŶĐe. “oŵe aspeĐts of the teaĐheƌs͛ liǀes aƌe Ŷot ǁithiŶ a 
tight managerialist grip but there is little which exists in complete independence. Before 
eŶteƌiŶg iŶto aŶ aŶalǇsis of ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ it is ŶeĐessaƌǇ to ŵake the poiŶt that it is 
distiŶĐt fƌoŵ the ŶotioŶ of ͚ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛. The latteƌ ŵight ďe liŵited to suĐh ͚Ŷeutƌal͛ 
issues as oƌgaŶisatioŶ aŶd sĐheduliŶg. ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ is ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh a doĐtƌiŶal ǁoƌld 
view.  
 
The basic contention of this chapter is that the form of contemporary managerialism 
which is established throughout the entire Post Compulsory Education and Training 
;PCETͿ seĐtoƌ is ďest uŶdeƌstood as a fusioŶ of ͚ďuƌeauĐƌaĐǇ͛ ǁith ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛. The deǀelopŵeŶt of ŵaŶageƌialisŵ ǁithiŶ PCET has its oǁŶ histoƌǇ aŶd 
this explains the particular form it finds in the lives of the teachers presented here.  
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It is the intention of this chapter to explain how it is that the specific forms of 
managerialism manifested in the lives of the teachers presented here relate to much 
ǁideƌ issues of ͚the Đult of effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ ;CallahaŶ, ϭϵϲϮͿ aŶd its ƌoots iŶ ͚ďusiŶess͛ theory 
aŶd pƌaĐtiĐe. It ǁas alǁaǇs iŶteŶded that this pƌojeĐt ǁould ͚look at͛ ŵaŶageƌialisŵ ďut 
as the life stories at the centre of this project were collected not only did the influence 
of managerialism in the teachers lives appear to be even more salient than initially 
imagined but there was also a developing sense of discrepancy between its description 
in theory and its manifestation in real lives. This discrepancy is itself very interesting as it 
reveals something about the merits and utility of life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk. IŶ the Đhapteƌ oŶ ͚Class 
aŶd IdeŶtitǇ͛ paƌt of the ƌeasoŶ put foƌǁaƌd foƌ ƌejeĐtiŶg GiddeŶs͛ ŵodel of ͚The 
‘efleǆiǀe “elf͛ is that it siŵplǇ fails to ĐƌitiĐallǇ eǀaluate suĐh thiŶgs as ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ 
which are present in real lives. An examination of the life stories with their details and 
incidents reveals the working of bigger social phenomena, such as managerialism. This is 
ǁhat Lefeďǀƌe Đalls ͚The CƌitiƋue of EǀeƌǇdaǇ Life͛, as he puts it ͚It iŵplies ĐƌitiĐisŵ of the 
trivial by the exceptional – but at the same time criticism of the exceptional by the 
tƌiǀial,͛ ;Lefeďǀƌe, ϭϵϲϭ/ϮϬϬϮ, p. 251).   
 
MaŶǇ teaĐheƌs iŶ PCET ĐoŵiŶg aĐƌoss the ideas of ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ aŶd ͚peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛ 
for the first time in academic literature are amazed by the way in which writers describe 
what they might previously have felt but have never articulated. It is not unusual to find 
a PCET teacher who on encountering, for example, the work of Stephen Ball (Ball, 2003) 
is quite seized by the academic capture of part of their lived professional experience. 
Nevertheless it might be argued that in the life stories presented here aspects of this 
saŵe eǆpeƌieŶĐe eǀoke a ͚ƌaǁŶess͛ Ŷot iŵŵediatelǇ pƌeseŶt iŶ ŵoƌe tƌaditioŶal 
academic forms. The presentation of immediate experience is relatively seldom a major 
part of academic writing.  The actual reality itself is nonetheless rewarding when it is 
used a base for theory. 
 
A story which Paul Beer told about managerialism served as an interesting jumping off 
point for wider considerations. Paul was telling a story that he found noteworthy and in 
the narration he provided an example of what Clifford Geertz describes as a process of 
foƌŵiŶg aŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg thƌough  the ͚ŵakiŶg stƌaŶge͛ of that ǁhiĐh is faŵiliaƌ.  Foƌ 
Geertz this playing off of the familiar and the unfamiliar against each other was at the 
heart of the ethnographers approach to the study of cultures (Geertz, 1973, p. 319) 
The Management of Illusions, Managerialism, Performativity and Alienation 
 
266 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
 
In the life story told by Paul Beer an incident is recalled which is at first sight 
simultaneously quotidian and puzzling. This episode merits consideration as beneath the 
apparent paradoxes a peculiar and important logic may be revealed. 
 
Paul͛s CoŶuŶdruŵ  
Paul tells of the early days of OFSTED inspection, a time when the senior managers of FE 
colleges were unused to inspections as the Common Inspection Framework (CIF) had 
only recently been introduced following the introduction of the Education Act (2006).  At 
this time the Senior Management Teams (SMTs) of Further Education Colleges (FECs) 
were expected to complete a document which was initially known as a Self Evaluation 
Form (SEF), but later in line with the increased strictness of inspections the SEF became 
known as the Self Assessment Report (SAR).  
 
The SMT believed that in the SAR they were required to prepare for OFSTED, they should 
͚adŵit͛ to the eǆisteŶĐe of aƌeas iŶ theiƌ iŶstitutioŶs iŶ ǁhiĐh theƌe ǁas a ͚Ŷeed foƌ 
iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt͛. The “MT ǁould theŶ present to OFSTED their plan to address these 
weaknesses. The expectation among the SMT was that OFSTED would take the existence 
of plans as a positive factor to be taken into account when giving a grade. The SMT 
therefore asked all the middle managers who oǀeƌsaǁ ͚seĐtioŶs͛ of the Đollege aŶd 
actually managed the teaching within those areas to grade the teaching, learning, and 
͚aĐhieǀeŵeŶts͛ of those depaƌtŵeŶts. No ŵiddle oƌ juŶioƌ ŵaŶageƌ ƌuŶŶiŶg a 
depaƌtŵeŶt oƌ ͚seĐtioŶ͛ ǁas alloǁed to aǁaƌd aŶǇthiŶg higheƌ thaŶ a ͚satisfaĐtoƌǇ͛ gƌade 
and most were required to assess themselves as being below, or well below, this 
staŶdaƌd. IŶ all Đases the “MT ƌeƋuiƌed that the ͚seĐtioŶs͛ deǀise iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt plaŶs 
ǁhiĐh the “MT ǁould ͚ŵaŶage͛.  
 
What Paul Beer found paradoxical was that the SMT awarded themselves the highest 
gƌade aǀailaďle foƌ ͚ŵaŶageŵeŶt aŶd leadeƌship͛ deĐlaƌiŶg theŵselǀes ͚OutstaŶdiŶg͛.  
When Paul told the story he challenged me and by implication all who knew it to try and 
understand. For Paul the paradox was that an SMT could see themselves as being 
faultless when what they managed could not achieve anything beyond the barest 
satisfaĐtoƌǇ leǀel aŶd ŵost ǁas ǁell ďeloǁ ͚ŵedioĐƌe͛. The ŵiseƌaďle ͚self assessŵeŶt͛ 
grades had been forced upon the junior managers by the very same SMT who graded 
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theŵselǀes as ͚OutstaŶdiŶg͛. Paul͛s paƌadoǆ ŵeƌits ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ; it is a thƌead ǁhiĐh, 
ǁheŶ pulled, uŶƌaǀels aŶd tells us ŵuĐh aďout ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛.  
 
The Emergence of Managerialism 
In an article published in 1997 eŶtitled ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ iŶ the ͚CiŶdeƌella “eƌǀiĐe͛͛, 
Randle and Brady presented what was probably the first widely read analysis of the 
development of managerialism in the post compulsory sector of education.  Similar 
ideas had already been raised about managerialism in other areas of the public sector 
but Randle and Brady related this theme directly to what they saw as teacher 
pƌofessioŶalisŵ. Theiƌ studǇ of ͚CitǇshiƌe College͛  aƌgued that ŵaŶageƌialisŵ had 
exercised a determining influence on changed and changing forms of professionalism in 
FE colleges following the process of incorporation which had begun following the 
passing of the Further and Higher Education Act of 1992. Randle and Brady linked these 
changes to professionalism to the introduction of new regimes of management 
folloǁiŶg the iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ of a Đultuƌe ŵoƌe ĐloselǇ liŶked to that of ͚ďusiŶess͛. Post-
incorporation SMT teams modelled themselves closely on what they believed to be 
͚pƌiǀate seĐtoƌ͛ tǇpe pƌaĐtiĐes, ǁhiĐh ŵaŶageŵeŶt ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚good ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ 
(Randle and Brady, 1997, p. 125). Many of the features now taken to be characteristic of 
ŵaŶageƌialisŵ aƌe ďƌoaĐhed iŶ ‘aŶdle aŶd BƌadǇ͛s seŵiŶal aƌtiĐle. ‘e-reading this 
almost twenty years later there can be little doubt that the trends which appeared to 
Randle and Brady have today come to exercise a hegemonic influence over all teaching 
in Further and Adult Education.  
 
At the heart of managerialism Randle and Brady place ten points which they have 
eǆtƌaĐted fƌoŵ Pollitt͛s ;ϭϵϵϬͿ ǀoluŵe ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ aŶd the PuďliĐ “eƌǀiĐes͛ . 
  strict financial management and devolved budgetary controls;  the efficient use of resources and the emphasis on productivity;  the extensive use of quantitative performance indicators;  the development of consumerism and the discipline of the market;  the manifestation of consumer charters as mechanisms for  accountability;  the creation of a disciplined, flexible workforce, using  flexible/individualised contracts, staff appraisal systems and 
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 performance related pay;  the asseƌtioŶ of ŵaŶageƌial ĐoŶtƌol aŶd the ŵaŶageƌs͛ ƌight to ŵaŶage. ;‘aŶdle aŶd 
Brady, 1997 p. 125) 
Reading through the six life stories presented in this project, it would be a 
stƌaightfoƌǁaƌd task to Đull eǆpliĐit eǆaŵples of Pollitt͛s featuƌes of managerialism.  As 
useful as a list like this might be, it still does not get close to an understanding of the 
lived experience of managerialism.   
 
Moƌe iŵpoƌtaŶt thaŶ the pƌeseŶĐe of faĐtoƌs iŶ Pollitt͛s list ǁhiĐh aƌe Ŷot theŵselǀes 
necessary aspects of managerialism is the absence of extremely important affective 
featuƌes of this tǇpe of iŶstitutioŶal ƌegiŵe.  The dƌaŵatiĐ title of “tepheŶ Ball͛s ;ϮϬϬϯͿ 
aƌtiĐle, ͚The TeaĐheƌ͛s “oul aŶd the Teƌƌoƌs of PeƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛ poiŶts toǁaƌd the disŵal 
panoply of eŵotioŶs aŶd aŶǆieties ǁhiĐh ŵaŶageƌialisŵ eŶgeŶdeƌs iŶ teaĐheƌs. Ball͛s 
͚peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛ is ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ Ŷot sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith ŵaŶageƌialisŵ ďut it is aŶ alǁaǇs 
present feature.  It will be a major contention of this chapter that for teachers under 
managerial regimes their affective lives can only ever suffer negatively under 
managerialism. 
 
Ball is particularly interested in a range of practices which together create what he terms 
a ƌegiŵe of ͚peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛.  AŶ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of Ball͛s defiŶitioŶ peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ shows its 
clear relationship to Managerialism: 
 
What do I mean by performativity? Performativity is a technology, a culture and 
a mode of regulation that employs judgements, comparisons and displays as 
means of incentive, control, attrition and change - based on rewards and 
sanctions (both material and symbolic). The performances (of individual 
subjects or organizations) serve as measures of productivity or output, or 
displaǇs of ͚ƋualitǇ͛, oƌ ͚ŵoŵeŶts͛ of pƌoŵotioŶ oƌ iŶspeĐtioŶ. As suĐh theǇ 
stand for, encapsulate or represent the worth, quality or value of an individual 
or organization within a field of judgement. The issue of who controls the field 
of judgement is crucial. (Ball, 2003, p. 216) 
 
When the institutions of post compulsory education are under the hegemonic control of 
ƌegiŵes ǁhiĐh aƌe deeŵed to ďe ŵaŶageƌialist, theŶ Ball͛s ĐƌuĐial issue of ͚ǁho ĐoŶtƌols 
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the field of judgeŵeŶt͚ ĐaŶ oŶlǇ ďe appƌoaĐhed iŶ oŶe ǁaǇ: peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ, its 
imposition and maintenance is part and parcel of managerialism.  
In  a subsequent iteration of the concept of performativity Stephen Ball (2008) has 
addressed what he sees as the failure in some presentations to give the concept in its 
͚full seŶse͛ ;p.ϱϭͿ: 
 
What I mean by that is that the usefulness of the concept is not just as another 
way of referring to systems of performance management, but it alludes to the 
work that performance management systems do on the subjectivities of 
individuals. (Ball, 2008, p.51) 
 
Ball goes oŶ to talk aďout the ͛fƌaŵeǁoƌk of judgeŵeŶt͛ ǁithiŶ ǁhiĐh   ǁhat ĐouŶts as 
͚effeĐtiǀe͛, ͚ƋualitǇ͛ , ͚pƌoduĐtiǀitǇ͛,  aŶd  ͚iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt͛  is ŵeasuƌed ;p. 51).  Ball cites 
Shore and Wright (1999) who argued that the audit culture associated with 
performativity and managerialism represents a ͛new form of coercive neo-liberal 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶtalitǇ͛ ;p. ϱϱϳͿ ǁhiĐh deliďeƌatelǇ iŶtƌoduĐes uŶĐeƌtaiŶties iŶto teaĐhiŶg 
pƌofessioŶals͛ seŶse of self as a ͚taĐtiĐ of destaďilisatioŶ͛ ;Ball, 2008, pp. 51-52). Ball 
fuƌtheƌ suggests that ͚PeƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ ͚ǁoƌks͛ ŵost poǁeƌfullǇ ǁheŶ it is iŶside ouƌ heads 
aŶd ouƌ souls͛ ;p.ϱϮͿ.    
 
WheŶ Ball aƌgues that peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ is Ŷot just aďout ͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛  ďut 
also the effeĐt of this oŶ the ͚suďjeĐtiǀities͛ of those whose performance is managed  
(Ball, 2008, p.51) he is making an extremely important point. This is where life story 
ǁoƌk ĐaŶ pƌeseŶt a ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the ƌole of soĐial pƌoĐesses iŶ huŵaŶ 
lives.  It is precisely in the narratives of the teaĐheƌ͛s liǀes that ǁe ĐaŶ ďegiŶ to see aŶd 
theƌefoƌe to eǆaŵiŶe hoǁ ŵaŶageƌialisŵ eǆists iŶ ͚ƌeal liǀes͛ aŶd hoǁ it shapes 
subjectivities.  
 
The presentation of a selection of episodes gleaned from the life stories will help to 
create a picture of managerialism. Some of these episodes represent extremely 
important points in the lives of those whose stories are told, others recount relatively 
small, even trivial events. Taken together these episodes start to capture the 
pervasiveness of managerialism. It is hoped that these impressions might also be 
strengthened through reference to the life stories where a wider selection of instances 
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was made; these were marked with the signal (M).  Paul Beeƌ͛s ĐoŶuŶdƌuŵ has alƌeadǇ 
presented. Now from each of the other life stories instances are presented each of 
which is offered as an instance of managerialism.  
 
IŶ HaŶŶah͛s stoƌǇ the ƌealisatioŶ that the taƌgets ďeiŶg set at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ŵade 
͚Ŷo diffeƌeŶĐe͛ to the pƌoďleŵs of the loŶg teƌŵ uŶeŵploǇed iŶ Thanet was, for her, 
something of an epiphany. Hannah also came to the further realisation from 
ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs ǁith Tƌeǀoƌ that it ǁas ǁidelǇ ƌeĐogŶised that despite the ͚suŶshiŶe͛ 
narratives woven around projects of this type many of those involved realised that  
͚suĐĐess͛ ǁas liŵited if it eǆisted at all. It should also ďe ƌeŵeŵďeƌed that HaŶŶah aŶd 
others were aware of the help they provided at an individual level.  It is interesting to 
draw attention to the ways in which managerialism as a form of bureaucracy is involved 
in what might be described as the fictionalisation of its own activity, or at least this is 
how it might appear to those outside of the managerialist circle. This is a theme that will 
be explored more fully later in this chapter. 
 
There was also a ƌatheƌ odd ͚ŵaŶageƌialist͛ Đaŵeo iŶ HaŶŶah͛s stoƌǇ ǁheŶ she tells of 
how a despite student requests she was prevented from putting on a grammar class 
because the managers in her institution forbade it. Hannah seemed uncertain of just 
why it was not allowed but she believed that it was because there was an unspoken rule 
between the managers and the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) which prevented the 
organising of any course which did not lead to an accredited test.  
 
A particularly striking part of “aƌah͛s stoƌǇ is the ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶt that the FE College ǁheƌe 
she worked asked her to electronically send pictures of the snow that prevented her 
from attending work. Quite why the college required these pictures Sarah did not 
understand, but she was told that if she was to be paid her wages for any days when she 
was prevented from attending work the pictures would need to be sent. In my 
iŵagiŶatioŶ I ĐaŶ see aŶ eleĐtƌoŶiĐ file iŶ a Đoŵputeƌ sǇsteŵ ĐoŶtƌolled ďǇ ͚HuŵaŶ 
‘esouƌĐes͛ attaĐhed to this file theƌe is an icon which when clicked on opens up a 
picture of a snowy pathway leading from a front door to a snowy suburban road; this 
ǁould ďe pƌoof that aŶ aďseŶĐe fƌoŵ ǁoƌk has ďeeŶ ŶeatlǇ ͚ŵaŶaged͛.  
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Fƌoŵ GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ ǁe ŵight take the iŶĐideŶt of the giŶgeƌ haired girl who the school 
wanted to lose from the register as she was not expected to pass her GCSE. As Grace 
tells it a ǇouŶg ǁoŵaŶ ǁas to ďe pƌised out of heƌ sĐhool as paƌt of that sĐhool͛s effoƌts 
to meet its targets for attendance and attainment. Grace also explained how the 
͚ŵaŶageƌs͛ of heƌ Đollege had ͚got ƌid of͛ the old stǇle teaĐheƌs ͚ǁho kŶeǁ eǀeƌǇthiŶg͛ 
and had then replaced them with younger people. Grace says that these younger people 
were lawyers and accountants. This is as far as I can tell not actually the case though 
Grace might be saying that these people were from these professions because that is 
the impression they cultivate.   
 
IŶ CatheƌiŶe͛s stoƌǇ theƌe is a siŵilaƌ thƌead to that ŵeŶtioŶed ďǇ GƌaĐe ǁhiĐh tells of 
teachers from the pre-managerialist incarnation of her institution being robustly 
encouraged to leave. In the chapter on Class and Identity mention has been made 
already of the introduction by the managers of her institution of the new forms of lesson 
planning. Catherine described how sometime around 2007 a consultant was brought in 
to explain how the teachers should use a thirteen page lesson plan. This lesson plan was 
presumably for an hour of teaching. What is interesting here is that the inference might 
be made that the new lesson plan was extensive because of its function not as a plan for 
a teaĐheƌ to deliǀeƌ a lessoŶ ďut as a doĐuŵeŶt ǁhiĐh ǁas to ďe paƌt of aŶ ͚audit tƌail͛ 
for inspectors and accountants.  
 
Susan it will be remembered swore that she would never become a manager because it 
would take her away from teaching. This is an interesting observation in itself but one 
which is realistic.  Few if any senior managers in post compulsory education would 
consider teaching in their institutions and a substantial number of SMT members in 
colleges even have no or little experience of teaching. Increasingly these managers see 
themselves as a caste apart from teaching. It has sometimes been remarked that today 
one of the perks of promotion into management is that those proŵoted ͚ĐaŶ get out of 
teaĐhiŶg͛. “usaŶ also talks aďout the Ŷeed to keep thousaŶds ;liteƌallǇͿ of e-mails to 
provide documentary back up to prove she has performed fundamentally clerical tasks 
which have now become part of her job. She cites the example of spending extended 
periods of time providing documentary proof that she had, in line with college policy, 
begun the bureaucratic procedures for withdrawing students just a little ahead of their 
expected failure in the end of programme tests. This was a bureaucratic measure by 
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which institutions ensure that the numbers of students failing courses appears artificially 
low.  
 
This collection of incidents in the lives of the teachers begins to put real flesh and blood 
onto the bones of an academic and theoretical presentation of managerialism. These 
incidents are only snapshots. To fully appreciate the effect of managerialism on the 
professional (and indeed non professional) life of the teachers in this project it is 
necessary to grasp the idea everything in their workplaces is permanently under its 
influence. The institutions in which they work are subjected to the pull of managerialism 
no less than they are to that of gravity.   
 
The life stories of the teachers presented here and their descriptions of what is 
desĐƌiďed heƌe as ŵaŶageƌialisŵ pƌeseŶt ǁhat ŵight ďe Đalled ͚autheŶtiĐ͛ eǆaŵples of 
phenomena of which the teachers feel the full effect.  It is often the case that teachers 
ďelieǀe that pheŶoŵeŶa suĐh as ŵaŶageƌialisŵ aƌe attƌiďutaďle to ͚keǇ tƌouďles͛ of 
͚theŵselǀes as pƌiǀate iŶdiǀiduals͛ aŶd aƌe Ŷot uŶdeƌstood as iŶstaŶĐes of ͚issues foƌ 
puďliĐs͛ as disĐussed ďǇ C. Wƌight Mills ;ϭϵϱϵ/ϮϬϬϬ, p.11 and passim). Put at its simplest 
teachers often attribute what is here called managerialism to the foibles, or disorders of 
theiƌ ͚liŶe ŵaŶageƌs͛, theiƌ “MTs oƌ theiƌ paƌtiĐulaƌ iŶstitutioŶ. What life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk does 
provide is a very solid basis from which to proceed from the study of managerialism in 
real life contexts and then to proceed to what might be called its apprehension in 
theory. This of course is an instance of something which has already been discussed; in 
Marxist terms the discussion of managerialism will move from its concrete 
manifestations in real lives towards its abstraction in theory. The value of starting from, 
and keeping hold of the life stories themselves should not be underestimated, the 
greatest and most real impact of managerialism is affective and is experienced by those 
ǁhose ͚suďjeĐtiǀities͛ it shapes ;Ball, 2008, p.51).  
 
The move froŵ the ĐoŶĐƌete to the aďstƌaĐt appƌoǆiŵatelǇ ĐoiŶĐides ǁith Mills͛ ͚pƌiǀate 
tƌouďles͛ aŶd ͚puďliĐ issues͛ ;ϭϵϱϵ, p.11) because an issue cannot be public without 
some process of theoretical generalisation taking place. Indeed it is the examination of 
dialectical link between the individual experience and the socially general which Mills 
saw as being the life force of superior sociology. In the reverse of this process it is the 
move from the abstract to the concrete which permits teachers to use the concept of 
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ŵaŶageƌialisŵ to uŶdeƌstaŶd its ŵaŶifestatioŶs iŶ theiƌ oǁŶ liǀes. If the teaĐheƌ͛s gƌasp 
of this concept is unelaborated or partial it does not diminish in any way of value of 
using their experience as a starting point from which to develop a more rounded and 
complete understanding.  
 
In the previous chapter the ideas of class and identity were discussed in relation to the 
teachers whose biographies are presented in this project. The argument was advanced 
that class and identity are internally related and strongly so. In a society based on class a 
great part of identity is based on the lived experience of class. In the lives of the literacy 
teachers presented here managerialism is an important element of their life experience 
and therefore is very much part and parcel of their experience of class.  
 
‘aŶdle aŶd BƌadǇ eǆpliĐitlǇ liŶked the goals of ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ to ideas of the ͚thƌee Es͛ 
of ͚eĐoŶoŵǇ, effiĐieŶĐǇ, aŶd effeĐtiǀeŶess͛ ;ϭϵϵϳ, pp. 125-126). When discussing 
ŵaŶageƌialisŵ all ͚thƌee Es͛ ŵust ďe ďoƌŶe iŶ ŵiŶd ďut ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ is the ŵost 
important. It is the special definition of efficiency under capitalism which drives forward 
changes and developments in the organisation of labour.   
 
In the previous chapter mention was made of how all the teachers life stories are talked 
aďout theiƌ teaĐhiŶg iŶ teƌŵs of a ͚sausage ŵaĐhiŶe͛ oƌ ͚pƌoduĐtioŶ liŶes͛ oƌ ͚taƌgets͛ it is 
not difficult to argue that from a teachers point of view this is how the ͚thƌee Es͛ aƌe 
ŵaŶifested.  HaŶŶah͛s stateŵeŶt that ͚the tƌaiŶiŶg ƌooŵ͛ ǁheƌe she taught at ĐeƌtaiŶ 
points held sixty or so people who were long term unemployed is an extreme example 
of ͚eĐoŶoŵǇ͛ aŶd ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ ďut heƌ situatioŶ ǁas ďǇ Ŷo ŵeaŶs uŶiƋue. These notions 
of ͚eĐoŶoŵǇ͛ aŶd ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ aŶd ͚effeĐtiǀeŶess͛  takeŶ togetheƌ ǁith the ĐoŵŵeŶts ďǇ 
the teachers already seem to suggest something of the idea of the production line, 
factory systems, and output.  
 
IŶ ‘aŶdle aŶd BƌadǇ͛s aƌtiĐle ;ϭϵϵϳ, p.126) there is a single mention of the work of Harry 
Braverman (Braverman, 1974). In this reference Randle and Brady refer to Braverman 
haǀiŶg asseƌted that duƌiŶg the tǁeŶtieth ĐeŶtuƌǇ Đƌaft laďouƌ had ͚uŶdeƌgoŶe a pƌoĐess 
of de-skilliŶg͛. The full title of BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ͛s ďook is ͚Laďoƌ aŶd ŵoŶopolǇ Đapital: the 
degƌadatioŶ of ǁoƌk iŶ the tǁeŶtieth ĐeŶtuƌǇ͛, ƌatheƌ thaŶ the ƌelatiǀelǇ siŵple, aŶd oŶe 
diŵeŶsioŶal pƌoĐess of ͚de-skilliŶg͛ it is the faƌ ŵoƌe Đoŵpleǆ aŶd faƌ ƌeaĐhiŶg pƌoĐess of 
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the ͚degƌadatioŶ͛ of ǁoƌk ǁhiĐh BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ eǆploƌes. At the heaƌt of BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ͛s 
ǀoluŵe is aŶ aĐĐouŶt of the ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh laďouƌ has uŶdeƌgoŶe ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ ǁithiŶ ŵost 
ǁoƌk pƌoĐesses. ͚De-skilliŶg͛ is ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ a paƌt of this pƌoĐess ďut ďǇ Ŷo ŵeaŶs ĐaŶ it ďe 
reduced to this. BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ͛s studǇ of ͚the degƌadatioŶ of ǁoƌk͛ is a ǀiǀid eǆaŵple of the 
potential productiveness of a Marxist analysis.  
 
It is perfectly possible to look through these stories and find instances of the teachers 
drawing attention to processes of de-skilliŶg; Paul Beeƌ͛s ǁistful look ďaĐk at the tiŵes 
when teachers were allowed time to plan their own courses and then to arrange for 
these courses to be recognised might be an example of de-skilling. Today courses are 
ŵostlǇ desigŶed ďǇ the ͚AǁaƌdiŶg Bodies͛ ǁith practically no input from the teachers 
ǁho ǁill ͚deliǀeƌ͛ theŵ. It is also possiďle to aƌgue that ŵost of the ĐoŵplaiŶts aďout 
͚ǁoƌkload͛, ͚papeƌ tƌails͛, aŶd ͚taƌgets͛ etĐ. ĐaŶ ďe liŶked to ͚de-skilliŶg͛, ďut the 
processes at work are deeper than this. WheŶ the teaĐheƌs͛ life stoƌies aƌe ĐoŶsideƌed 
ŵoƌe ĐoŶĐƌetelǇ theŶ ͚de-skilliŶg͛ appeaƌs as a ƌefleĐtioŶ of a deepeƌ ŵoƌe pƌofouŶd 
process. This deeper process is, in these particular instances, a manifestation of what 
BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ ƌefeƌs to as the ͚degƌadatioŶ͛ of laďouƌ͛. Heƌe degƌadatioŶ does Ŷot ĐaƌƌǇ 
ŵoƌal ĐoŶŶotatioŶs ďut ƌefeƌs to ͚daŵagiŶg͛, ͚ƌeduĐtioŶ͛ oƌ ͚deĐaǇ͛. 
 
It is Ŷot diffiĐult to liŶk BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ͛s pƌoĐesses of ͚degƌadatioŶ͛ to Ball͛s ĐoŶĐept of 
͚peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛; espeĐiallǇ iŶ the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh he argues that under the latter 
everything the teachers do is measured and evaluated with a corresponding impact on 
theiƌ ͚suďjeĐtiǀities͛. BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ too eŵphasises that ŵeasuƌeŵeŶt aŶd eǀaluatioŶ aƌe 
at the heart of modern industrial production and a great part of his book is devoted to 
the role this has played in the development of modern industrial processes. In the very 
practical everyday world of the teachers in this project measurement and evaluation 
takes a central place. The measurement and evaluation of their work by those who 
oǀeƌsee theŵ, foƌŵs the teaĐheƌs͛ Đoƌe eǆpeƌieŶĐe of peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ, ŵaŶageƌialisŵ, 
and indeed the degradation of their work.   
 
Writing in the 1970s Braverman was not in a position to discuss the full contemporary 
impact of the ͚degƌadatioŶ͛ of ǁoƌk foƌ those ǁoƌkiŶg iŶ eduĐatioŶ though he ǁas 
ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ aǁaƌe of the poteŶtial foƌ ǁhat ŵight ďe teƌŵed ͚pƌoletaƌiaŶisatioŶ͛ of ĐleƌiĐal, 
and professional occupations a trend which he portrayed as inexorable (Braverman, 
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1974, pp. 279-283). Throughout his work Braverman discusses how Marx approached 
the contradictory processes in the formation and the disappearance of what we might 
Đall the ͚ŵiddle Đlasses͛. This is ŵost faŵouslǇ outliŶed iŶ a ǁidelǇ ŵisuŶdeƌstood 
seĐtioŶ of ͚The CoŵŵuŶist MaŶifesto͛ ǁheƌe it is said that  
 
Of all the classes that stand face to face with the bourgeoisie today the 
proletariat alone is a really revolutionary class. The other classes decay and 
finally disappear in the face of modern industry; the proletariat is its special 
and essential product. (Marx and Engels, 1848, p.14)  
 
The passage is often understood as Marx and Engels making a claim that there would in 
the futuƌe ďe aŶ uŶdiffeƌeŶtiated ͚pƌoletaƌiat͛ ĐoŶfƌoŶtiŶg a siŶgle ͚ďouƌgeois Đlass͛. 
CƌitiĐs poiŶt to the eǆisteŶĐe of the ͚ŵiddle Đlasses͛ iŶ adǀaŶĐed Đapitalist soĐieties as 
ďeiŶg pƌoof of the iŶĐoƌƌeĐtŶess of ͚the pƌediĐtioŶ͛ of Maƌǆ aŶd EŶgels.  Moƌe iŵpoƌtaŶt 
heƌe is the idea of the deǀelopŵeŶt of the ͚pƌoletaƌiat͛ as aŶ esseŶtial pƌoduct of 
͚ŵodeƌŶ iŶdustƌǇ͛. Maƌǆ deŶied Ŷeitheƌ the ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ Ŷoƌ the futuƌe eǆisteŶĐe of 
͚iŶteƌŵediate͛ laǇeƌs ďetǁeeŶ those of the ďouƌgeoisie aŶd the pƌoletaƌiat. The poiŶt 
ǁas that these laǇeƌs ǁeƌe ͚iŶteƌŵediate͛ that is the ĐoŶditioŶs of theiƌ eǆistence put 
theŵ ďetǁeeŶ the tǁo gƌeat ͚polaƌ͛ Đlasses of Đapitalisŵ aŶd as soŵethiŶg iŶteƌŵediate 
they are inevitably pulled one way or another. For both Marx and Braverman the 
stƌoŶgeƌ pull ǁas toǁaƌds the pƌoletaƌiat. Paƌt of the ͚deĐaǇ͛ of the pƌofessioŶal classes, 
aĐĐoƌdiŶg to Maƌǆ, ǁould ďe the ƌesult of the ͚de-skilliŶg͛ aŶd ŵeĐhaŶisatioŶ of theiƌ 
specialist labour. Managerialism is very much part of this pull, increasingly teachers such 
as those in this study find the regimes of their employment to increasingly resemble 
those assoĐiated ǁith ŵoƌe ƌeĐogŶisaďlǇ ͚ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass͛ ĐoŶditioŶs.  
 
Braverman is very much concerned to show how the ideas and managerial practices, 
espeĐiallǇ the puƌsuit of ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛, assoĐiated ǁith FƌedeƌiĐk WiŶsloǁ TaǇloƌ ;ϭϴϱ6 -
1915) have played their part in the degradation of work and especially of craftsmanship. 
Working from a Marxist perspective Braverman sought to show how the drive to 
efficiency inevitably led the degradation of work. In this process he saw the 
developmeŶt of ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ as ďeiŶg paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ peƌŶiĐious.  
 
The Management of Illusions, Managerialism, Performativity and Alienation 
 
276 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
Braverman analyses how processes set in train by Taylor evolved and developed to the 
poiŶt ǁheƌe theǇ ďeĐaŵe the ĐoƌŶeƌstoŶe of ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛. IŶ the 
contemporary world of PCET unbeknown to most teachers it is it is possible to study one 
line of the genealogy of managerialism back to industrial practices first developed by 
Taylor at the Midvale Steel Works in the late nineteenth century. 
 
Taylor studied work and sought to break down the activities of working people, 
especially craftsmen, in order to study how to increase efficiency. The rise of scientific 
management coincided with the development of production of industrial goods on a 
much larger scale. Scientific management and its hyper division of labour processes into 
the repetition of (ideally single) tasks at maximum speed had an impact on work and the 
psychological world of the worker which had long been understood. In fact it had been 
noted and denounced by Adam Smith himself.   
 
Adam Smith had famously drawn attention to the efficiency advantages of the division 
of labour with the illustration of the manufacturing of pins (Smith, 1776, pp 11-30). 
Smith describes how the process of pin manufacture could be broken down into its 
ĐoŵpoŶeŶt paƌts aŶd if iŶ a ͚pƌoduĐtioŶ liŶe͛ ǁoƌkeƌs Đoŵpleted oŶlǇ the ŵost siŵple 
tasks in series then the output of that production line could be increased in geometric 
proportions over that of each worker producing pins separately. What is a striking 
ĐoŶtƌast ďetǁeeŶ “ŵith aŶd TaǇloƌ  is the latteƌ͛s Đoŵplete laĐk of ĐoŶĐeƌŶ foƌ ǁhat 
“ŵith saǁ as the iŶjuƌious effeĐts  of suĐh a diǀisioŶ of laďouƌ oŶ the ͚huŵaŶitǇ͛ of the 
ǁoƌkeƌs ĐoŶĐeƌŶed. IŶ a passage ǁhiĐh appeaƌs alŵost as a pƌeĐuƌsoƌ to Maƌǆ͛s ǁƌiting 
oŶ alieŶatioŶ “ŵith aƌgues that aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt iŶflueŶĐe is eǆeƌĐised ďǇ ͚oƌdiŶaƌǇ 
eŵploǇŵeŶts͛ iŶ the deǀelopŵeŶt of the ǁoƌkeƌ͛s ŵeŶtal dispositioŶ. “ŵith espeĐiallǇ 
draws attention to how the division of labour would destroy mental faculties. If a life 
ǁas speŶt ͚peƌfoƌŵiŶg a feǁ siŵple opeƌatioŶs͛ ǁithout thiŶkiŶg theŶ the ǁoƌkeƌ ǁill 
find that  
 
He naturally loses ... the habit of such exertion, and generally becomes as 
stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become. The 
torpor of his mind renders him, not only incapable of relishing or bearing a part 
in any rational conversation, but of conceiving any generous, noble, or tender 
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sentiment, and consequently of forming any just judgement concerning many 
even of the ordinary duties of private life. (Smith, 1776/1993, p.429)  
 
“ŵith goes oŶ to poiŶt out that iŶ the so Đalled ͚ďaƌďaƌous soĐieties͛, those ǁhiĐh ǁeƌe 
uŶdeǀeloped iŶ Đapitalist teƌŵs, the ͚shepheƌds͛ ͚huŶteƌs͛ aŶd ͚husďaŶdŵeŶ͛  ǁeƌe iŶ his 
opinion not so intellectually dulled as were the members of the nascent proletariat 
working in the most advanced economies (Smith, 1776/1993, p.429).  Where Smith saw 
the danger and the destruction wreaked by the division of labour Taylor saw only the 
need to extract from the worker the absolute maximum value.   
 
Taylorism and scientific management was applied throughout the early years of the 
twentieth century to all the main branches of industrial production. Its application to the 
production of automobiles led to the processes known todaǇ as ͚Foƌdisŵ͛. These saŵe 
pƌoĐesses ǁeƌe lateƌ applied to the pƌoduĐtioŶ of ͚ǁhite goods͛ aŶd todaǇ, foƌ eǆaŵple 
to the mass production of computer chips and even computers.  
 
The contemporary production of computers is particularly interesting as it represents a 
most intense example of the trend described by Adam Smith above. A large part of the 
global production of personal computers takes place in the factories of the Pearl River 
Delta iŶ ChiŶa͛s GuaŶgdoŶg PƌoǀiŶĐe. The Apple aŶd MiĐƌosoft etĐ. Đoŵputers made in 
this region of China are produced in massive quantities and must be among the most 
complex items ever produced by human industry. Much the greater part of this labour 
force producing these computers is employed in low or semi skilled work. Most 
members of this workforce work long hours at tasks which are simple and routine.  Most 
workers are employed on short or medium term contracts, and live in great industrial 
barracks. The division of labour has removed from the producers of these incredibly 
complex commodities practically all intellectual work.  
 
This trend which has reached its apogee in the computer industry is illustrative of a 
fundamental trend within the division of labour. This trend is also evident in 
managerialism in PCET centres on the removal of real decision making and control from 
those most directly engaged in productive labour process (teaching) and relocates these 
͚poǁeƌs͛ ǁithiŶ the laǇeƌs of ŵaŶageŵeŶt. Heƌe ǁe should also ǀieǁ OF“TED as aŶ 
institution of management.  
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UŶdeƌ sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵaŶageŵeŶt ͚thiŶkiŶg͛ aŶd iŶtelleĐtual ǁoƌk iŶ general were to be 
taken away from what might be called frontline workers, wherever possible their work 
was to be rendered as a routine. What might once have been craft work was to be 
analysed into a set of routine actions each broken down into its most simple component 
operations and wherever possible each completed by a single worker or ideally by a 
single worker performing a single operation. The effect of this was to remove from the 
worker all planning, organising, judgement and other operations with mental content. 
Very definitely labour was to become subservient to mechanisation. There are plenty of 
indications in comments attributed to Taylor to indicate that he saw the removal of 
decision making and the exercise of intellect in all its forms from the shop floor and its 
investment in management as a positive end in itself.  
 
In what is the most authoritative broadly sympathetic biography of Taylor the writer 
Robert Kanigel gives examples from speeches made by Taylor to show how he believed 
in the virtue of ͚alieŶatiŶg͛ kŶoǁledge fƌoŵ the shop flooƌ. WheŶ ƌefeƌƌiŶg to 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt aŶd ǁoƌkeƌs TaǇloƌ is Ƌuoted as saǇiŶg ͚Both sides ŵust ƌeĐogŶize as 
essential the substitution of exact scientific investigation and knowledge for the old 
individual judgement or opiŶioŶ͛ ;TaǇloƌ Ƌuoted iŶ KaŶigel, 1997 p. 473). The actual 
ĐoŶteŶt of TaǇloƌ͛s ŵeaŶiŶg is ŵoƌe aĐĐuƌatelǇ ƌeǀealed iŶ a seĐtioŶ of TaǇloƌ͛s oǁŶ 
ǀoluŵe ͚The PƌiŶĐiples of “ĐieŶtifiĐ MaŶageŵeŶt͛ ǁheƌeiŶ he states that uŶdeƌ the Ŷeǁ 
regime which was to replace traditional management: 
 
The managers assume new burdens, new duties, and responsibilities 
never dreamed of in the past. The managers assume for instance the 
burden of gathering together all of the traditional knowledge which in 
the past has been possessed by the workmen then of classifying, 
tabulating and reducing this knowledge to rules, laws, and formulae... 
(Taylor, 1911, p. 15) 
 
Throughout his life and work Taylor never relented from expressing his intense dislike of 
ǁhat he ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚soldieƌiŶg͛ ;TaǇloƌ, 1911, p.ϯͿ. TaǇloƌ ďelieǀed that ͚soldieƌiŶg͛ 
consisted in workmen doing less than could be achieved if they worked at the absolute 
maximum levels of speed and effort. When setting norms for the required amount of 
work for a workman to complete in a given time Taylor would work from the basis of 
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what could be achieved by the fittest and most able workers working in optimum 
conditions at absolute top speeds. In a modern echo of this we might consider how 
OFSTED abolished the grading of teaĐheƌs as ͚“atisfaĐtoƌǇ͛ to ƌeplaĐe it ǁith ͚Needs to 
Iŵpƌoǀe͛.  
 
Measurement and Standards 
It is ǁoƌth ďƌieflǇ ǁoƌth tuƌŶiŶg ďaĐk to Paul Beeƌ͛s ĐoŶuŶdƌuŵ aŶd the life stoƌies iŶ a 
more general sense. There is more to say about managerialism and its effects on those 
whose life stories are examined here. Even this preliminary examination of scientific 
management and Taylorism begins to show how analogous practices shape the contours 
of the teaĐheƌs͛ ǁoƌk. IŶ all the life stoƌies the teaĐheƌs eǆpƌess a fƌustƌation with 
ŵeasuƌeŵeŶt, testiŶg, ƌeĐoƌdiŶg aŶd theŶ the ƌepoƌtiŶg of this ͚data͛ to ŵaŶageŵeŶt.  
 
Ball͛s ĐoŶĐept of ͚peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛ has the idea of ŵeasuƌeŵeŶt at its Đoƌe aŶd it is Ŷot 
diffiĐult to see hoǁ this ƌelates to TaǇloƌ͛s ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts that ŵaŶageƌs should ͚ĐlassifǇ͛ 
aŶd ͚taďulate͛ the ͚kŶoǁledge͛ of the ǁoƌkeƌ so that it ŵight ďe ƌeduĐed ͚to ƌules, laǁs, 
aŶd foƌŵulae͛ ;TaǇloƌ, 1911, p.15Ϳ. The liŶk ďetǁeeŶ peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ aŶd ͚soldieƌiŶg͛ 
might appear to be clear enough but it is still worth drawing attention to the practice of 
͚ďeŶĐhŵaƌkiŶg͛ iŶ all the iŶstitutioŶs iŶ ǁhiĐh the teaĐheƌs ǁhose life stoƌies aƌe 
presented here worked. Under benchmarking teachers and departments are set targets 
for student retention, and rates and levels of achievement. It is unusual to find a teacher 
who believes these targets to be achievable, or if achieved it is only through the 
employment of practices which maximise creativity to a point which is demoralising for 
those involved.  
 
The setting of unreasonably high ͚staŶdaƌds͛ ŵakes seŶse ǁheŶ ĐoŶsideƌed iŶ the light 
of ŵaŶageƌial effoƌts to eliŵiŶate ǁhat it sees as ͚soldieƌiŶg͛. OŶlǇ the ŵaǆiŵuŵ 
(im)possible level of achievement is to be accepted. The effect on the lives of the 
teachers in this project was that theǇ felt that ͚OutstaŶdiŶg͛ ǁas the oŶlǇ gƌade 
aĐĐeptaďle to the ŵaŶageŵeŶt ǁheŶ theǇ ǁeƌe oďseƌǀed ďǇ ͚QualitǇ͛. The ƌesult of this 
latteƌ pƌaĐtiĐe is that the oŶlǇ satisfaĐtoƌǇ gƌade is ͚OutstaŶdiŶg͛.   
 
To ƌetuƌŶ to Paul Beeƌ͛s ĐhalleŶge ǁe ĐaŶ also ďegiŶ to see hoǁ uŶdeƌ a ͚ŵaŶageƌialist͛ 
regime the management can view itself as being far better than the institution which it 
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manages. In the first place the managers view their work as being separate to that of the 
work of the institution managed.  If the managers are accurately measuring, collecting, 
aŶd taďulatiŶg iŶfoƌŵatioŶ  aŶd thƌough theiƌ ͚QualitǇ͛ teaŵs theǇ aƌe ͚dƌiǀiŶg up͛ 
staŶdaƌds aŶd ŵoǀiŶg toǁaƌds the eliŵiŶatioŶ of ͚soldieƌiŶg͛ oƌ ͚ĐoastiŶg͛ theŶ it ĐaŶ ďe 
argued that the managers might be outstanding even if the institution is deemed to be 
͚ŵedioĐƌe͛.   
 
We might take a practice which appears in several of the life stories as being in some 
way illustrative of the way in which scientific management appears in the life of the 
teachers. In several places the teachers talk about the need to ensure that they have 
reported problems to the management, as Susan said this must be done in case the 
issues Đoŵes ďaĐk to ͚ďite Ǉou oŶ the ďuŵ͛. What is iŶteƌestiŶg iŶ suĐh Đases is that it is 
not the problem which matters but that it has been reported. If a problem has been 
properly monitored and recorded and the teacher can demonstrate that they did so 
theŶ the ŵaŶageŵeŶt ǁill Ŷot disĐipliŶe theŵ. IŶ TaǇloƌ͛s ǁoƌds the iŶfoƌŵatioŶ has 
ďeeŶ ͚gatheƌed͛ aŶd ƌeported. That the substance of the real problem remains or was 
not acted upon is viewed as a far less serious problem.  
 
The world in which Taylor first brought scientific management to bear on problems of 
production is very different to the world of contemporary literacy teaching to adults.  It 
is not only time which separates these worlds but also the nature of the work itself. The 
time and motion studies of classical scientific management cannot be taken from the 
world of bricklaying or the franking of documents and immediately applied to the 
Đlassƌooŵ, though it is iŶteƌestiŶg that TaǇloƌ͛s aĐolǇtes ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ ďelieǀed that tiŵe aŶd 
motion studies could and should be applied to surgeons in hospitals. There is an incident 
recorded in which Frank Gilbreth, a noted disciple of Taylor, observed a surgeon working 
aŶd theŶ iŶfoƌŵed hiŵ that ͚if Ǉou ǁeƌe laǇiŶg ďƌiĐk foƌ ŵe Ǉou ǁouldŶ͛t hold Ǉouƌ joď 
teŶ ŵiŶutes͛ ;KaŶigel, 1997, p 489). What has been, developed under the auspices of 
scientific management in PCET is the pƌoĐess of ĐoŶĐeŶtƌatiŶg deĐisioŶ ŵakiŶg, ͚ƋualitǇ 
ĐoŶtƌol͛, aŶd the ƌegulatioŶ of Đlassƌooŵ aĐtiǀitǇ iŶ the haŶds of ŵaŶageƌs aŶd aǁaǇ 
from teachers.  
 
In all the works so far cited in this chapter, with the exception of that by Braverman who 
was writing in the 1970s, there is a very marked link drawn between managerialism, 
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performativity, and the political economy of neo-liberalism. This link needs to be 
explained. 
 
 
Neo-Liberalism and the Reflexive Project of the Form Filler 
 
What might be called the neo-liberal paradigm of government and economic policy 
might be said to have first emerged in the mid 1970s. David Harvey dates the first 
emergence of neo-liďeƌal politiĐal eĐoŶoŵǇ to the ϭϵϳϯ Đoup d͛Ġtat iŶ Chile ;HaƌǀeǇ, 
2005).  A key feature of neo-liďeƌalisŵ is ͚gloďalisatioŶ͛ aŶd the estaďlishŵeŶt of a 
͚ǁoƌld ŵaƌket͛. IŶ the last Đhapteƌ a ĐƌitiƋue ǁas pƌeseŶted of the ideas of AŶthoŶǇ 
GiddeŶs iŶ ƌelatioŶ to the ͚ƌefleǆiǀe pƌojeĐt of the self͛ (Giddens, 1991). An argument 
was presented against Giddens which held that individuals had only partial or contingent 
poǁeƌs of ͚ageŶĐǇ͛ ǁheŶ it Đaŵe to the ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of theiƌ ideŶtitǇ. GiddeŶs' positioŶ 
ǁas ĐƌitiĐised foƌ ďeiŶg eǆĐessiǀelǇ ͚ageŶtiĐ͛.  It ǁas aƌgued that much of what 
constituted the individuals subjectivity (Ball,2008, p.51) took place behind their back so 
to speak. To use Maƌǆ͛s faŵous phƌase: 
 
Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they 
do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under 
circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. 
(Marx, 1852/1966, p.399)  
 
Neo-liberalism provides an excellent example of something which exerts a pervasive 
influence on the lives of almost everyone without the great majority being aware of 
what exactly it is. In the life stories presented here it is contended that managerialism is 
inextricably linked to neo-liberal precepts. These influences are very much felt in the 
lives of the teachers at the centre of this project even though they would probably not 
describe their experiences in these terms.  
 
Neo-liberalism is beyond doubt the most profoundly important feature of the 
development of capitalism in the last 50 years. It is not possible in this chapter to 
describe to fully describe its rise and development. It is however worth making 
something of a detour in order to present some features of neo-liberalism which are 
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transcendent. No more than a very few, if any, adult literacy teachers in Thanet relate 
their working experience to neo-liberal doctrines but their stories allow for the criticism 
of the historical by the everyday.    
It can be argued that at a macro level neo-liberalism is closely associated with three 
fundamental overarching policies. The first would be market de-regulation (Prasad, 
2006) the processes by which markets are freed of regulation or control. Market de-
regulation especially benefits the largest and most powerful economic concerns and is 
generally their favoured poliĐǇ as it iŶĐƌeases ͚ĐoŵpetitioŶ͛ iŶ aƌeas ǁheƌe due to theiƌ 
size and power in the market they possess the greatest advantages. Paradoxically it is 
increased competition which has seen the elimination of many smaller companies over 
the last 30 or so years and has led to the increased domination of the world economy by 
a much reduced number of giant corporations (Foster, 2014). This basic and inescapable 
featuƌe of the ͚fƌee ŵaƌket͛ lies ďehiŶd the eŶthusiasŵ of the ďiggest pƌiǀate ĐoŵpaŶies 
foƌ ͚ŵaƌketisatioŶ͛ aŶd iŶĐƌeased ĐoŵpetitioŶ.  
The seĐoŶd featuƌe of Ŷeo liďeƌalisŵ ǁould ďe ͚fiŶaŶĐialisatioŶ͛ aŶd is faƌ less to the foƌe 
in public awareness but is very important indeed. It is normally defined along the 
following lines: 
Financialisation means the increasing role of financial motives, financial 
actors and financial institutions in the operation of the domestic and 
international economies.  (Epstein, 2005, p.3) 
It is tempting to say that what the above definition boils down to is that financialisation 
is the term used to denote the growth of indebtedness in the world economy after the 
early nineteen eighties; an explosion of credit which continues today notwithstanding 
the most profound economic crisis.  
The third feature of neo-liďeƌalisŵ is ͚pƌiǀatisatioŶ͛ oƌ ǁhat Daǀid HaƌǀeǇ soŵetiŵes 
ƌefeƌs to as ͚aĐĐuŵulatioŶ ďǇ dispossessioŶ͛ ;HaƌǀeǇ, ϮϬϭϰ, pp. 60-61). Privatisation is 
perhaps the feature of neo-liberalism which might be seen as having the most 
immediate links to managerialism. This relationship between privatisation is complex 
and managerialism has often appeared in institutions as a precursor of their 
privatisation. In the life stories examined in this project it might be argued that the 
development of managerialism in PCET was inseparable from the process of replacing a 
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͚liďeƌal͛ ŵodel of eduĐatioŶ ǁith oŶe ŵoƌe oƌieŶtated toǁaƌds the deǀelopŵeŶt of 
huŵaŶ Đapital.  WheŶ HaƌǀeǇ talks aďout ͚aĐĐuŵulatioŶ ďǇ dispossessioŶ͛ he is 
principally referring to the way in which what might be deemed to belong to the public 
is taken from them and sold, or given into private ownership. The public are de-
possessed (we might even say alienated) from what was once theirs. Very often they are 
then obliged to pay the new owners for the goods and services once produced by 
economic entities they once owned.  
When considering the privatisation of education it is useful to think of this as happening 
in two separate but related ways. Stephen Ball calls the first of these two forms 
͚eŶdogeŶous͛ aŶd the seĐoŶd ͚eǆogeŶous͛ pƌivatisation (Ball, 2004, p. 2). Exogenous 
privatisation is the relatively straightforward process of taking an educational institution 
and placing it in private ownership, in the United Kingdom this is a relatively uncommon 
practice. More important in general, and especially in the context of this project, are the 
processes of endogenous privatisation. Ball himself attributes the identification and the 
drawing of a distinction between these two forms of privatisation to Richard Hatcher 
(2000). Hatcher whilst Ŷot usiŶg the teƌŵs ͚eǆogeŶous͛ aŶd ͚eŶdogeŶous͛ giǀes a 
detailed description of these processes in later work (2006) when looking at what he 
Đalls the ͚ƌe-ageŶtiŶg͛ of sĐhools.   
It is faiƌlǇ Đleaƌ that ͚fiŶaŶĐialisatioŶ͛ is iŶsepaƌaďle fƌoŵ ͚eŶdogeŶous͛ aŶd ͚eǆogeŶous͛ 
privatisation. Although figures are not easily obtained, the designation of Further 
Education Colleges as private sector entities means that colleges are not obliged to 
publish details of loans they are liable for as these are deemed commercially sensitive. 
The government officially relinquished the requirement for FE Colleges to make public 
their indebtedness to the private sector in 2012 (ONS, 2012).  This was achieved by re-
desigŶatiŶg FE Đolleges as ďeiŶg ͚NoŶ Pƌofit IŶstitutioŶs “eƌǀiŶg Households͛ ;NPI“HͿ as 
opposed to ͚PuďliĐ “eĐtoƌ͛, ďǇ the saŵe tokeŶ all FE aŶd Ad. Ed. eŵploǇees ǁeƌe 
considered to have become private sector employees. As the ONS note put it  
One of the main changes removes the requirement for Further Education 
Corporations in England and Sixth Form College Corporations to gain the 
consent of the relevant government body for any borrowing they wish to 
undertake. (p.4) 
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In 2012 many of the new jobs which the government claimed to have created in the 
private sector were achieved through this re-designation of what most people still see as 
͚puďliĐ seĐtoƌ͛ eŵploǇŵeŶt. IŶteƌestiŶglǇ ǀeƌǇ feǁ teaĐheƌs aŶd otheƌs iŶ PCET ƌealised 
that they were no longer deemed to be working in the public sector. It is unlikely that 
any of the teachers whose life stories are the subject of this project realise that this has 
happened.  
HaƌƌǇ BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ ǁƌote ͚Laďouƌ aŶd MoŶopolǇ Capitalisŵ͛ just a little before the 
emergence of the first neo liberal experiments. The processes which he describes as 
eŶgeŶdeƌiŶg the ͚degƌadatioŶ͛ of laďouƌ he assoĐiates ŵost ĐleaƌlǇ ǁith the ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ pioŶeeƌed ďǇ FƌedeƌiĐk WiŶsloǁ TaǇloƌ. BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ following Marx most 
certainly saw this process of degradation as something integral to Capitalism itself. The 
pressure of competition among rival capitals and the relentless drive to increase or at 
least maintain profit leads to ever increasing pressures to raise labour productivity. 
Taylor was doing nothing more applying scientific management to specific labour 
pƌoĐesses ǁith a ǀieǁ to iŶĐƌeasiŶg pƌoduĐtioŶ. The eƌadiĐatioŶ of ͚soldieƌiŶg͛, ǁhiĐh 
Taylor viewed as a moral imperative, and the speeding up of labour processes generally 
met with the general approval from those who believed that they would gain from these 
new practices. Those women and men whose work came under the scrutiny of Taylor 
aŶd otheƌ sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵaŶageƌs tǇpiĐallǇ eǆpeƌieŶĐed the Ŷeǁ ͚ŵoƌe effiĐieŶt͛ ǁoƌkiŶg 
processes as being more oppressive than those which were superseded. Anyone today 
ƌeadiŶg ͚The PƌiŶĐiples of “ĐieŶtifiĐ MaŶageŵeŶt͛ ĐaŶŶot ďut ŶotiĐe that foƌ TaǇloƌ aŶǇ 
opposition to increasing the intensity of labour was to be seen as a defence of laziness.  
Here we find ourselves entering into an area which very definitely has contemporary 
resonance, and definitely so in the lives of literacy teachers.   
An aspect of neo-liberalism which does not always receive the attention it merits is the 
way in which financialisation, and endogenous privatisation exercises an influence on 
working practices in education.  The processes of privatisation in education have been 
well analysed in terms of what might be called the ownership, financing and macro-
management of schools (Ball, 2007; Chitty, 2009; Benn, 2011; and Ball and Junemann, 
2012; amongst others). The link between neo liberalism, micro management (or 
managerialism) and practical classroom activity is less well analysed. What analysis there 
is, aŶd Balls idea of ͚peƌfoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛ is paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt heƌe, does Ŷot usuallǇ tƌaĐe 
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the connection between the inner logic of neo-liberalism and managerialist control of 
teaching activity, it will be argued here that these things are linked. 
In the lives of the teachers examined in this project there are permanent pressures to 
iŶĐƌease ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛, to ͚iŵpƌoǀe peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛, to fulfil ͚ĐhalleŶgiŶg taƌgets͛, oƌ eǀeŶ to 
ƌespoŶd to suĐh pateŶtlǇ ƌidiĐulous slogaŶs as ͚OŶlǇ eǆĐelleŶĐe ǁill do.͛ ;Chapman and 
Cartner, 2008, p.5). These pressures which the teachers are under might superficially 
appear quite different to those of industrial workers in the last century who came under 
TaǇloƌ͛s sĐƌutiŶǇ ďut theƌe is a logiĐ ǁhiĐh liŶks these eǆpeƌieŶĐes.  
As ǁas eǀideŶt fƌoŵ the eǆĐeƌpts Ƌuoted aďoǀe fƌoŵ the ͚Wealth of NatioŶs͛ ďǇ Adaŵ 
Smith (1776)  capitalism carries within it the tendency to promote the division of labour 
and especially the separation of mental and physical tasks. Line production increases 
output per worker by narrowing the task required of each person in the process until the 
maximum level of specialisation has been achieved. Adam Smith pointed to the injurious 
effects of this division of labour and its tendency to produce what he described as 
ignorance and stupidity (p.429). The tendency of the division of labour   is to remove 
from the worker all control over the process of production, all decision making, 
ƋuestioŶs of judgeŵeŶt, aŶd plaŶŶiŶg. As Maƌǆ ƌepeatedlǇ poiŶts out iŶ ͚Capital͛ aŶd 
elseǁheƌe the teŶdeŶĐǇ is foƌ the ǁoƌkeƌ to iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ ďeĐoŵe aŶ ͚appeŶdage of the 
ŵaĐhiŶe͛. Maƌǆ aƌgued that the iŶĐoƌpoƌatioŶ of sĐieŶĐe aŶd teĐhŶologǇ iŶto the 
production process was normally at the expense of the worker: 
All methods for raising the social productivity of labour are put into effect 
at the cost of the individual worker; that all means for the development of 
production undergo a dialectical inversion so that they become means of 
domination and exploitation of the producers; they distort the worker into 
a fragment of a man, they degrade him to the level of an appendage of the 
machine. (Marx, 1887/1990, p.799) 
This process described above by Adam Smith and Marx is the same as that Braverman 
traced in his analysis of Taylorism and scientific management. What is crucial for 
understanding the working conditions of the teachers in this project is the same 
tendency as described above. The tendency to remove from the worker control over the 
processes of work, planning and thinking and to place these more and more in the 
domain of management. The development of scientific management methods in 
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education has followed a broadly path similar to that described by Braverman when 
looking at the longer term effects of Taylorism: 
Scientific management gave the office a monopoly over conception, planning, 
judgement and the appraisal of results, while in the shop nothing was to take 
place other than the physical execution of all that was thought up in the 
office... But once the office was itself subjected to the rationalisation process 
this contrast lost its force. The functions of thought and planning became 
concentrated in an ever smaller group within the office.   (Braverman, 1974, 
p.218)  
Considering the above description from Braverman it is salutary to reflect back on the 
life stories of the teachers and consider how in all cases the collection and reporting of 
͚data͛ plaǇs a ĐƌuĐial paƌt iŶ theiƌ ǁoƌkiŶg liǀes. This ͚data͛ is ƌeƋuiƌed iŶ oƌdeƌ that the 
managers can monitor the conception and planning of ͚teaĐhiŶg aŶd leaƌŶiŶg͛, aŶd of 
course make judgements and appraisals on the basis of the information provided 
through the reporting processes.  
In keeping with the processes described by Braverman it should be noted that whilst in 
most contemporary Further Education and Adult Education institutions around half of all 
staff employed occupy clerical and administrative posts, in most cases within the 
ƌepoƌtiŶg aŶd ŵoŶitoƌiŶg pƌoĐesses. IŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ the ŵaiŶ task of ͚ŵiddle ŵaŶageƌs͛ is 
the organisation of moŶitoƌiŶg pƌoĐeduƌes, the ĐolleĐtioŶ aŶd ƌepoƌtiŶg of ͚iŶfoƌŵatioŶ͛ 
for senior managers. All strategic thought and planning are the preserve of the SMT 
within any particular institution.  
The conundrum mentioned by Paul Beer looks a little easier to understand when viewed 
in the light of the above. The senior managers of the SMTs in their respective institutions 
Đoŵe iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ to ǀieǁ theiƌ ͚leadeƌship ƌole͛ as ďeiŶg Ŷot so ŵuĐh the ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
of the real world goings on of their institution as the management of the bureaucratic 
ƌefleĐtioŶ of that aĐtiǀitǇ. IŶ aŶsǁeƌ to Paul Beeƌ͛s ƋuestioŶ it ŵight ďe suggested that 
the SMT in his institution could believe themselves to be outstanding because they had 
complete confidence in their own capacity to collect, manage, and act upon data. Such 
data is Ŷot of Đouƌse itself ͚ƌealitǇ͛ ďut a ďuƌeauĐƌatiĐ ƌefleĐtioŶ of the ƌeal ǁoƌld.  
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Circles of Deceit 
The paƌallel ĐoeǆisteŶĐe of the “MT ǀisioŶ of the ǁoƌld aŶd the teaĐheƌs͛ ǀisioŶ giǀes ƌise 
to many odd phenomena. In the life stories presented it could be argued that it was this 
ĐoeǆisteŶĐe ǁhiĐh laǇ ďehiŶd HaŶŶah Coopeƌ͛s failuƌe to uŶdeƌstaŶd hoǁ PƌeseŶt aŶd 
Correct could claim to be successful when she felt that it was not. Trevor who worked 
foƌ the ͚JoďĐeŶtƌe͛ eǆplained to Hannah that the figures he collected from Present and 
CoƌƌeĐt aŶd ǁhiĐh he pƌeseŶted to his eŵploǇeƌs ŵade ͚Ŷo diffeƌeŶĐe͛ to the ƌeal ǁoƌld 
positioŶ of the loŶg teƌŵ uŶeŵploǇed though theǇ satisfied ͚the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛.   IŶ a ǀeƌǇ 
simple and matteƌ of faĐt aside GƌaĐe talked aďout the ͚Ŷeǁ ŵaŶageƌs͛ of heƌ FE Đollege 
in the following terms:  
I thiŶk the seŶioƌ ŵaŶageŵeŶt…theǇ got ƌid of all the old sĐhool oŶes 
that knew everything and replaced them with new ones and solicitors 
and accountants and everything else, but they are sort of further and 
further away. 
It ŵight Ŷot aĐtuallǇ ďe the Đase that these Ŷeǁ ŵaŶageƌs aƌe ͚soliĐitoƌs aŶd 
aĐĐouŶtaŶts͛ ďut GƌaĐe sees these Ŷeǁ ŵaŶageƌs as diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ the ͚old sĐhool͛ 
managers and most certainly sees them as more remote from the world she works in. 
Again and again in the life stories the real problems of teaching literacy to 
disadvantaged, disaffected, and impoverished adults is contrasted to what might be 
termed the official version. It is this remoteŶess as ŵuĐh as the ƌeliaŶĐe oŶ ͚iŶfoƌŵatioŶ͛ 
systems which engenders the bureaucratic nature of managerialism. The problems 
which the teachers confront in real life are difficult to manage and often have no 
completely satisfactory solution, this is not at all to deny the successes which are often 
achieved and which sustain the teachers. What is certain is that these real life problems 
aƌe Ŷeǀeƌ solǀed, aŶd aƌe Ŷot eǀeŶ adeƋuatelǇ pƌeseŶted iŶ a ͚ďuƌeauĐƌatiĐ͛ foƌŵ. 
Writing in 1936 Karl Mannheim explored what he saw as a fundamental trait of 
bureaucracy when confronted with real social and cultural issues. In contrast to this 
bureaucratic approach Mannheim argued these problems were actually political and 
bureaucracy could not grasp this, as Mannheim argued ͚the fuŶdaŵeŶtal teŶdeŶĐǇ of all 
ďuƌeauĐƌatiĐ thought is to tuƌŶ all pƌoďleŵs of politiĐs iŶto pƌoďleŵs of adŵiŶistƌatioŶ͛ 
(Mannheim, 1936, p. 118). This argument might actually be taken further, or turned on 
its head so to speak.  Those involved in management who represent political problems 
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as adŵiŶistƌatiǀe ŵatteƌs ĐoŶstitute a ͚ďuƌeauĐƌaĐǇ͛.  IŶ the life stoƌies heƌe ǁe Đould 
ĐoŶsideƌ hoǁ the ͚politiĐal͛ pƌoďleŵ of disaffeĐtioŶ aŵoŶg ǇouŶg people is Ŷeǀeƌ 
discussed in PCET it is instead managerially rendered into the problem of retention and 
achievement.   
WheŶ Tƌeǀoƌ ĐoŵŵeŶted to HaŶŶah Coopeƌ aďout the ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh the ͚data͛ he 
ĐolleĐted foƌ his eŵploǇeƌs at the ͚JoďĐeŶtƌe͛ ďoƌe little ƌeseŵďlaŶĐe to ƌealitǇ he ǁould 
certainly not have been aware that he was echoing and giving a contemporary example 
of a pheŶoŵeŶa ĐoŵŵeŶted oŶ ďǇ Maƌǆ iŶ the ϭϴϰϬs. IŶ a ĐƌitiƋue of Hegel͛s appƌaisal 
of the Prussian state Marx traced how modern states related to their bureaucracies and 
how different levels of the bureaucracy itself related to each other. We have already 
considered a little of how OFSTED functions and especially its role in the creation of 
teacher identity, college SMTs and their bureaucratic managerialist practices also shape 
the environment in which teachers function. For Marx the different parts of bureaucratic 
hierarchy worked together to construct what might be considered to be a counterfeit 
parallel world to that which existed outside of the bureaucratic imagination: 
Since bureaucracy converts its formal purposes into its contents, it 
everywhere comes into conflict with real purposes. It is, therefore 
compelled to pass off what is formal for the content and the content for 
what is formal. The purposes of the state are changed into purposes of 
the bureau and vice versa. Bureaucracy is a circle no one can leave. Its 
hierarchy is a hierarchy of information. The top entrusts the lower circles 
with an insight into details, while the lower circles, entrust the top with 
an insight into what is universal; and thus they mutually deceive each 
other. (Marx, 1844, pp. 187-188) 
 
All those people who worked in the area of Adult Literacy teaching during the Skills for 
Life years and who witnessed the mutual congratulatory pronouncements of policy 
makers and senior managers on the tremendous successes they were achieving will 
pƌoďaďlǇ fiŶd theŵselǀes sŵiliŶg ǁƌǇlǇ at Maƌǆ͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of ŵutual deĐeit.  
 
The self as a stranger 
From the above discussion we might now move to a consideration of the alienation or 
estrangement of the teachers in their life stories. We have already considered alienation 
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or estrangement in a more abstract form, now we might again look at it in a more 
ĐoŶĐƌete ǁaǇ; the ǁaǇ it is ŵaŶifested iŶ the teaĐheƌs͛ liǀes.  
 
estrangement is manifested not only in the result but in the act of 
production – within the producing activity itself. How would the worker 
come to face the product of his activity as a stranger, were it not that in 
the very act of production he was estranging himself from himself? 
(Marx, 1844a/1998, pp. 73-74) 
 
The subject of alienation has sometimes been subjected to particularly arcane 
theorisation, even obfuscation; in some academic discussions in most cases by writers 
who would consider themselves Marxist. These presentations of alienation portray it as 
almost a mystical process. In fact alienation is something all too familiar.  
 
Fortunately there are also figures that stand out for their presentation and elaboration 
of the theory of alienation in a way which has allowed for its utility in this project. In its 
lucid presentations (Ollman, 1970; Mészáros, 1970; and Sayers 2011) the theory of 
alienation becomes something which can be employed with good effect, to understand 
real life phenomena. If we look at how Marx posed the problem in the excerpt above it 
will ďe seeŶ that it alieŶatioŶ is faƌ fƌoŵ ďeiŶg a ͚ŵǇsteƌious͛ ďusiŶess, iŶdeed the ǁhole 
problem of alienation is that it is all too quotidian.  
 
Liz “taŶleǇ  ƌeƋuiƌed that the ͚this sidedŶess͛ of soĐial theoƌǇ ďe deŵoŶstƌaďle, if a soĐial 
theory cannot be linked to the lives of any person then we might well doubt whether it 
is a theoƌǇ at all oƌ soŵe tǇpe of aĐadeŵiĐ Đhiŵeƌa. IŶ Liz “taŶleǇ͛s ǁoƌds ͚if stƌuĐtuƌal 
aŶalǇses do Ŷot ǁoƌk at the leǀel of paƌtiĐulaƌ liǀes theŶ theǇ do Ŷot ǁoƌk at all͛ 
(Stanley, 1992,  p.5), the logic of this seems unassailable. Conversely if some aspect of a 
peƌsoŶ͛s life ĐaŶ ďe liŶked to ͚theoƌǇ͛ iŶ suĐh a ǁaǇ as to eǆplaiŶ, oƌ ͚theoƌise͛ that 
reality in a convincing manner then we should take the theory seriously. Viewed in this 
ǁaǇ the theoƌǇ of ͚alieŶatioŶ͛ as pƌeseŶted ďǇ Maƌǆ Ŷeeds oŶlǇ to ďe deŵoŶstƌated as 
having explanatory or at least expository power, to be taken as useful. The remainder of 
this chapter will take the form of an argument to show that it has this power in the case 
of the teachers lives presented here. A further argument will be made that 
managerialism itself can be viewed as being part and parcel of the process of alienation.  
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Braverman (1974, pp. 218-245) demonstrates how Taylorism reinforced the separation 
of ŵeŶtal aŶd ŵaŶual laďouƌ. IŶ the eaƌlieƌ stages of this sepaƌatioŶ ͚thought͛ ďeĐaŵe 
the property and the right of all administrative and clerical workers and was removed 
from those most directly engaged in production. Over time as managerial systems strove 
to ďeĐoŵe ͚flatteƌ͛ the ŵajoƌitǇ of ĐleƌiĐal aŶd adŵiŶistƌatiǀe ǁoƌk iŶ tuƌŶ ďeĐaŵe ŵoƌe 
systematic and mechanical. In the modern educational enterprise such work has in the 
main part been reduced to form filling and processing or what is sometimes referred to 
as ͚ďoǆ tiĐkiŶg͛ aŶd ŵaiŶteŶaŶĐe of iŶfoƌŵatioŶ sǇsteŵs. The ŵakiŶg of ƌeal deĐisioŶs 
aŶd ŵuĐh stƌategiĐ ͚thiŶkiŶg͛ has ďeĐoŵe iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ the sole pƌeseƌǀe of seŶioƌ 
managers within particular institutions. This concentration of control in the hands of 
managers is also the alienation of the control of work from teachers. 
 
In many real ways in the contemporary world of PCET the power of OFSTED and the 
Skills Funding Agency (SFA) has reduced even the power of senior managers to make 
decisions, or rather they still make the decisions but these must be in agreement with 
the guidelines, explicit or implied, set down by these government agencies. Ironically the 
eƌa of Ŷo ŶotiĐe ͚light touĐh͛ iŶspeĐtioŶs ƌeƋuiƌes all iŶstitutioŶs to opeƌate oŶ a ƌegime 
of permanent inspection readiness and therefore of permanent and profound 
͚ĐoŵpliaŶĐe͛. All of the liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌs iŶ this pƌojeĐt ƌepeatedlǇ stƌessed diffeƌeŶt 
ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh ͚ƌepoƌtiŶg͛ aŶd ƌeĐoƌd keepiŶg ǁheƌe oŵŶipƌeseŶt iŶ theiƌ ǁoƌk. Foƌ the 
literacy teacher the preparation and post lesson evaluation of lesson plans, the keeping 
of records, the monitoring of students, and much else is completed by the teacher 
herself but in actuality much of the work and the form in which it is completed is largely 
determined by the need to prepare a trail for inspection. To paraphrase Marx the 
literacy teacher habitually confronts parts of her work not as her own creation but as 
that of aŶ ͚alieŶ͛ peƌsoŶ. The teaĐheƌ ŵust leaƌŶ to ǁatĐh heƌself aŶd heƌ ǁoƌk as the 
suďjeĐt of ͚iŶspeĐtioŶ͛. Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe the iŶspeĐtioŶ sǇsteŵ ďeĐoŵes the oŶlǇ ͚ǀieǁ͛ of 
the teachers work which matters. OFSTED has developed an institutional disregard, and 
even hostility for any viewpoint which it has not itself adopted. Where an assessment or 
opinion diverges from its own OFSTED sees only an indication of failure.   
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Discourses of Alienation  
There is an alienating effect experienced by teachers of their work always being 
measured within the overall framework of performativity. The measure of the literacy 
teaĐheƌ͛s ǁoƌk is Ŷot to ďe judged ďǇ heƌ ďut ďǇ the staŶdaƌd ďǇ ǁhiĐh she ǁill ďe 
judged ďǇ ͚iŶspeĐtoƌs͛. If the liteƌaĐǇ teaĐheƌ is to judge heƌself theŶ the oŶlǇ eǀaluatioŶ 
which might carry official weight must be in accord with the view of OFSTED or other 
͚iŶspeĐtoƌs͛.  EǀeƌǇ ǁoƌkiŶg daǇ aŶd at all houƌs she is foƌĐed to ͚to faĐe the pƌoduct of 
heƌ aĐtiǀitǇ͛ as though it ǁeƌe that of ͚a stƌaŶgeƌ͛. The Ƌuote aďoǀe ǁhiĐh is eŶdoƌsed ďǇ 
the Centre of Excellence in Leadership, and the Learning and Skills Improvement Service 
that ͚OŶlǇ eǆĐelleŶĐe ǁill do͛  ;ChapŵaŶ aŶd CaƌtŶeƌ, ϮϬϬϴ, p.5) gives an indication of 
the fabulous standards required. It is also a small example of something pervasive; a 
form of talking about the teachers works which might be called a discourse of alienation.  
Examples of this discourse of alienation occur throughout the life stories of all the 
teaĐheƌs iŶ this studǇ. IŶ CatheƌiŶe͛s life stoƌǇ foƌ eǆaŵple she talks of hoǁ the offiĐial 
curriculum is not what teachers or their students really want but in her work she must 
appear to follow this curriculum, Catherine also remarked on the demoralisation she  
and close colleagues felt when they were instructed in how to complete what they felt 
were overly long lesson plans. 
 
The alienating effects of managerialism in the lives of teachers are inextricably bound up 
with problems of language. All of the works referenced in this chapter which argue that 
managerialism is a force in the life of teachers in one way or another look at problems of 
language especially at the way in which the language of business and commercial 
management has come to occupy a central, even hegemonic, place in discussions of 
education. Words and expressions which when they first appeared in educational 
disĐouƌse souŶded oddlǇ ͚ĐoŵŵeƌĐial͛ aƌe Ŷoǁ aĐĐepted ǁithout   deŵuƌƌal. AŶ eaƌlǇ 
example appears in Randle aŶd BƌadǇ͛s ϭϵϵϳ aƌtiĐle ǁith the teƌŵ “MT, oƌ “eŶioƌ 
Management Team being used to designate those who managed colleges. It is easy to 
forget that in the years before the incorporation of colleges the Term SMT would not 
have been heard and that for several years most teachers found the term to be very 
stƌaŶge, iŶ ‘aŶdle aŶd BƌadǇ͛s aƌtiĐle ŵeŶtioŶ is also ŵade of hoǁ the appeaƌaŶĐe of 
the teƌŵ “MT ƌoughlǇ ĐoiŶĐided ǁith the pƌoǀisioŶ of ͚lease Đaƌs͛ aŶd Đoƌpoƌate 
hospitality events for the same SMT. Today it is quite possible to find that SMT has itself 
ďeeŶ supeƌseded ďǇ the teƌŵ ͚EǆeĐutiǀe͛ ŵaƌkiŶg a fuƌtheƌ degƌee of sepaƌatioŶ. 
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 Several of the teachers in this study have worked for a college which now has such an 
͚EǆeĐutiǀe Teaŵ͛ of fouƌ people iŶĐludiŶg tǁo ͚“tƌategiĐ DiƌeĐtoƌs͛ oŶe foƌ ͚Coƌpoƌate 
“eƌǀiĐes͛ aŶd aŶotheƌ foƌ ͚FiŶaŶĐe aŶd CoŵŵeƌĐial DeǀelopŵeŶt͛. The fiƌst stƌategiĐ goal 
of the Đollege states that the Đollege ͚ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ͛ ǁill ďe ͚aligŶed to the East KeŶt 
eĐoŶoŵǇ͛, this iŶ itself is of iŶteƌest as aŶ aŵďitioŶ giǀeŶ that eǀeŶ the ͚offiĐial 
optiŵisŵ͛ of ThaŶet DistƌiĐt CouŶĐil ǁeďsite ;ϮϬϭϲͿ ĐaŶŶot ĐoŶĐeal that pƌospeĐts foƌ 
people in Thanet continue to worsen or at the absolute best do not improve. As 
͚fiŶaŶĐialised͛ laŶguage ďeĐoŵes ŵoƌe entrenched in  colleges it tends to do so in 
paƌallel ǁith a ďelief that ͚suĐĐess͛ depeŶds upoŶ the eǀeƌ Đloseƌ aligŶŵeŶt of 
institutional values with those of  a utopianised world of business and entrepreneurship. 
The real economic plight of Thanet is a problem of long term decline in the regional 
political economy but these are not the terms in which it is described by the executive of 
the Đollege. We ŵight ƌeĐall MaŶŶheiŵ͛s ŵaǆiŵ aďout hoǁ ďuƌeauĐƌaĐies stƌiǀe to 
render political problems into purely administrative issues (Mannheim, 1936, p. 118). 
 
In the language of the teachers in this project there is an unsettling ambivalence in the 
use of ďusiŶess laŶguage; at oŶĐe aĐĐeptiŶg aŶd alieŶatiŶg. The ǁoƌd ͚pƌogƌessioŶ͛ is aŶ 
interesting example. This word features in several of the life stories sometimes 
͚pƌogƌess͛ ƌefeƌs to ǁhat the teaĐheƌs see as ƌeal ǁoƌld pƌogƌess aŶd ŵight ƌefeƌ ǁhat 
aƌe seeŶ as ŵodest ďut iŵpoƌtaŶt gaiŶs ͚“aƌah͛ talks aďout hoǁ iŶ a ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ settiŶg 
she was able to coax twins away from being reclusive, an achievement which her college 
might respect though not officially recognise. When talking about institutional goals the 
meaning of progression is bathed in light of a different hue, it refers to students meeting 
institutional targets in terms of entering other courses or employment. For teachers 
such as Sarah the problem with this is that a significant portion of their work, as they see 
it, is delegitiŵized ďǇ the ͚sǇsteŵ goals͛ ǁith alieŶatiŶg ƌesults. IŶ soŵe Đases ƌeal 
͚pƌogƌess͛ is officially ignored whilst other measures achieved by some contrivance are 
aĐĐepted, aŶ eǆaŵple of this ŵight ďe GƌaĐe͛s suĐĐessful pleadiŶg ǁith Đouƌse diƌeĐtoƌs 
to accept student onto course s which are not really suitable so that her own 
department might Đlaiŵ theŵ as ͚suĐĐessful outĐoŵes͛.  
 
Grace provides a stark example of divergence between her own measures of success 
and those of her employers in the case of the ginger haired girl who the institution tried 
to lose but who Grace offered support. Another particularly interesting example of the 
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progress problem is presented by Susan who measures the advances made by her 
Access students primarily in terms of their gaining in cultural capital whereas we assume 
that the college would be exclusively interested iŶ ͚ĐoŵpletioŶs͛.  
 
When one lexical item makes way for another or indeed when something new enters a 
vocabulary this usually signifies some more profound change. Mention has already been 
ŵade of the ŵoŶogƌaph ͚EduĐatioŶ aŶd the Cult of EffiĐieŶĐǇ͛ ďǇ Raymond E. Callahan 
(1962) a strangely neglected work which can be read as an investigation of the way in 
ǁhiĐh ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ talk eŶteƌed iŶto eduĐatioŶ.   CallahaŶ tƌaĐes the geŶealogǇ of 
͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ aŶd shoǁs hoǁ its adǀaŶĐe iŶto eduĐatioŶ ǁas tǇpiĐally linked to wider 
scientific management based approaches, in the early part of the century many of these 
were linked directly to interventions in education by professed supporters of Taylorism. 
The cult of efficiency in turn leads to the problem of what is deemed to be the correct 
form of measurement of what is deemed to be efficacious.  Reading contemporary 
discussions around topics such as managerialism, performativity and measurement it 
appears that many present concerns might be viewed as having their origins in the way 
iŶ ǁhiĐh the disĐouƌse of ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ eŶteƌed iŶto aŶd theŶ ĐoloŶised eduĐatioŶal 
debates. An interesting example of this might be some of the recent work by Geert 
Biesta (2010, 2013) which examines the dominance of measurement in education and 
how this has led to the degradation of values. 
 
 
Smart Leadership and Followership 
The analysis of two more terms of contemporary importance in adult literacy teaching 
ǁill ĐoŶĐlude this Đhapteƌ. These teƌŵs aƌe ͚Leadeƌship͛ aŶd the aĐƌoŶǇŵ “MA‘T. Both 
terms, in different ways represent fragments of the overall process of alienation, both 
have entered education having originated in scientific management. A case will be made 
for showing how both terms contribute to the process by which literacy teachers come 
as ͚stƌaŶgeƌs͛ to ǀieǁ the pƌoduĐt aŶd the pƌoĐess of theiƌ ǁoƌk as stƌaŶgeƌs.  
 
Scientific management as originally pioneered by Taylor and associates was never 
populaƌ ǁith those people desĐƌiďed iŶ the liteƌatuƌe of the ŵoǀeŵeŶt as ͚ǁoƌkŵeŶ͛. 
BƌaǀeƌŵaŶ ;ϭϵϳϰͿ Đites ǀaƌious iŶĐideŶts ǁhiĐh attest to the uŶpopulaƌitǇ of TaǇloƌ͛s 
methods. EǀeŶ todaǇ the ͚tiŵe aŶd ŵotioŶ studǇ͛, at the Đoƌe of TaǇloƌ͛s ŵethod 
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ƌeŵaiŶs uŶpopulaƌ eǀeŶ dƌeaded iŶ populaƌ Đultuƌe. The sĐeŶes fƌoŵ ChapliŶ͛s ͚ModeƌŶ 
Tiŵes͛ shoǁiŶg eǀeƌ iŶĐƌeasiŶg speeds of ǁoƌk oŶ a ĐoŶǀeǇoƌ ďelt aŶd the  ŵoŶitoƌiŶg 
of workers aƌe the aďidiŶg populaƌ  iŵages of TaǇloƌisŵ. Foƌ ŵaŶǇ ͚sĐieŶtifiĐ ŵaŶageƌs͛ 
in USA the necessity of refining methods and techniques had become apparent after the 
Second World War with the growth in industrial militancy and the need to improve the 
quality of goods produced in the face of competition from renascent Japanese and 
European industry. It was this which led to the growth in popularity of the particular 
form of scientific management associated with W. Edwards Deming at the centre of 
which was the doĐtƌiŶe of ͚leadeƌship͛. 
 
Prior to the war Deming had worked in American industry primarily as a statistician 
working within a Taylorist paradigm. In the immediate post war years he had worked 
with first the American occupying powers and then later domestic industrialists in Japan. 
Deming had been impressed by the intense loyalty which Japanese big industrial 
ĐoŶgloŵeƌates fosteƌed aŵoŶg its ͚ĐoŵpaŶǇ ŵeŶ͛ eǆeĐutiǀes aŶd iŶdustƌial ǁoƌkeƌs 
(Walton, 1986, pp.3-21). It was this loyalty and ideological commitment to the goals of 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ ǁhiĐh DeŵiŶg suĐĐessfullǇ pƌoŵoted iŶ the UŶited “tates as ͚leadeƌship͛. 
According to Deming himself: 
 
The aim of leadership should be to improve the performance of man and 
machine, to improve quality, to increase output, and simultaneously to bring 
pride of workmanship to people. Put in a negative way, the aim of leadership 
is not merely to find and record failures of men, but to remove the causes of 
failure (Deming, 1982, p.248)   
 
MuĐh of the DeŵiŶg appƌoaĐh to ͚leadeƌship͛ is ĐouĐhed iŶ suĐh a ǁaǇ as to giǀe aŶ 
iŵpƌessioŶ of ͚eŵpoǁeƌiŶg͛ the eŵploǇee. The gƌoǁth iŶ the use of the ǁoƌd 
͚eŵpoǁeƌŵeŶt͛ itself ǁithiŶ post ĐoŵpulsoƌǇ eduĐatioŶ ofteŶ aĐĐoŵpaŶies the 
deǀelopŵeŶt of ͚leadeƌship͛ aŵoŶg ŵaŶageƌs. Foƌ DeŵiŶg as foƌ ŵost sĐieŶtifiĐ 
managers empowerment is actually the system of making people responsible for 
compliance with the demands of the system they work within.  According to Deming it is 
imperative that each individual employee should be statistically monitored and should 
also be responsible for the correct achievement of pre-calculated targets.  Deming 
advocated that it is these statistical indicators which must be monitored. Deming refers 
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to the process of compliance with taƌgets aŶd statistiĐs as ďeiŶg eitheƌ ͚iŶ͛ oƌ ͚out of 
ĐoŶtƌol͛ ;DeŵiŶg, 1982, pϮϱϭͿ. DeŵiŶg aƌgues that ͚aŶǇoŶe out of Đontrol on the good 
side͛ ;p. 251), or exceeding targets, should be studied so that others might learn from 
ǁhat ǁe todaǇ kŶoǁ as ͚ďest pƌaĐtiĐe͛. IŶ those Đases in which people ͚do Ŷot Đoŵe up 
to a ĐeƌtaiŶ staŶdaƌd leǀel͛ a faiƌlǇ stƌaight foƌǁaƌd ĐalĐulatioŶ is to ďe Đoŵpleted.  
 
The standard can be fixed by statistical theory for maximum profit in 
consideration of: 
The distribution of abilities in the reservoir of people not yet tried out 
The cost of training a man to the point where you decide whether to 
retain him or let him go 
The discounted profit in retention of a man that meets the goal. (Deming 
1982, p.251)  
  
The chapter from whiĐh the aďoǀe Đhapteƌ is takeŶ is eŶtitled ͚TƌaiŶiŶg aŶd Leadeƌship͛ 
the final twenty or so pages of the chapter following the above quote are given over to 
foƌŵulae foƌ the ĐalĐulatioŶ of ǁhetheƌ to ƌetaiŶ, ƌetƌaiŶ, oƌ to dispose of those ͚out of 
ĐoŶtƌol͛. The liŶk ďetǁeeŶ leadeƌship aŶd the ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ ͚ďeŶĐhŵaƌkiŶg͛ pƌoĐesses 
of managerialist regimes and institutions such as OFSTED will be all too apparent.  Two 
of the strongest themes which emerge from this glimpse at leadership as promoted by 
Deming and otheƌs aƌe statistiĐs aŶd ͚folloǁeƌship͛ as the oďǀeƌse of ͚leadeƌship͛.  
 
W. Edǁaƌds DeŵiŶg͛s ŵost iŶflueŶtial ǀoluŵe ǁas titled ͚Out of the Cƌisis͛ ;ϭϵϴϮͿ aŶd 
although the aim of the book is clearly and ambitiously stated as being the 
͚tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ of the stǇle of AŵeƌiĐaŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ ;p. iǆͿ   theƌe is Ŷo ĐoŶĐise oƌ 
even identifiable statement of the nature of the crisis out of which it seeks a path. An 
iŶdiĐatioŶ of the uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg ǁhiĐh DeŵiŶg has of ͚Đƌisis͛ ĐaŶ ďe gleaŶed fƌoŵ his 
statement of ͛ϭϰ poiŶts foƌ ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛, these ŵostlǇ ƌelate to ǁaǇs of iŶĐƌeasiŶg 
pƌoduĐtiǀitǇ ǁhilst ĐoŶtiŶuallǇ ƌaisiŶg ƋualitǇ aŶd to ǁhat ŵight ďe seeŶ as a ͚deep aŶd 
iŶĐlusiǀe teaŵ ďuildiŶg͛ ǁithiŶ aŶ eŶteƌpƌise ;DeŵiŶg, 1982, pp. 23-24). It must be 
clearly understood that this team building is conceived of in a very particular form. Team 
building is to take place around narrow objectives; increased productivity and quality. 
Team building is defined exclusively by management and any trade union involvement, if 
perŵitted, is to ďe ŵiŶiŵised: ͚ĐoŵpaŶǇ uŶioŶs aƌe the ƌule͛ ;DeŵiŶg, 1982, p.47). 
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Although Deming is at pains throughout his later work to stress that successful 
management must look beyond statistics it is also apparent most of the information his 
͚leadeƌship͛ deŵaŶds is depeŶdeŶt upoŶ aŶd geaƌed toǁaƌds the ĐolleĐtioŶ of 
measurements. In the real world context of the lives of the teachers in this project the 
drive for measurements manifests itself as the endless, and many believe often 
pointless, system of ƌepoƌtiŶg ͚data͛ to liŶe ŵaŶageƌs. Leadeƌship iŵplies folloǁeƌship 
and all of those whose life stories are given here find themselves in this role.  
 
The Ŷatuƌe of ͚folloǁeƌship͛ is faiƌlǇ eǆteŶsiǀelǇ disĐussed iŶ ďusiŶess liteƌatuƌe aŶd has 
been considered, though not widely, in PCET (Lumby and Tomlinson, 2000; Collinson, 
2006; Collinson and Collinson, 2009).  
 
Discussion of leadership and followership is mostly concerned with questions of 
ĐhaƌisŵatiĐ as opposed to pƌagŵatiĐ leadeƌship aŶd issues of ͚top doǁŶ͛ oƌ ͚ďottoŵ up͛ 
direction. In the six life stories presented here there was no discernable trace of 
something which might be described as a democratic approach to leadership, even if the 
narrators had some sympathy with the problems faced by leaders. David and Margaret 
Collinson argue that there is a varied picture of PCET leadership and followership 
experiences in England, though it should be pointed out that they were both leading 
figures in the Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL) an organisation which described 
its purpose as being to: 
 
foster and support leadership reform, transformation, sustainability and 
ƋualitǇ iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt iŶ the LeaƌŶiŶg aŶd “kills “eĐtoƌ. CEL͛s ‘eseaƌĐh 
Programme is sponsored by the Department for Innovation, Universities and 
Skills (DIUS) to whom all the results will be reported. (Collinson, 2008, p.1) 
 
CEL was therefore dependent for funding on the body whose policy it was required to 
both evaluate and implement. The experience of leadership and followership recounted 
in the life stories here is at odds with that described by David and Margaret Collinson. In 
the work cited above by Lumby and Tomlinson (2000) the authors make the point that it 
is very difficult to capture the complexities and variety of approaches to leadership 
evinced by College Principals. In several of the views expressed the reader gets the 
impression of college leaders seeing themselves as being permanently tossed around on 
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the hoƌŶs of dileŵŵas. This ŵust ďe the Đase foƌ the ŵajoƌitǇ of ͚leadeƌs͛ iŶ PCET who 
find themselves balancing the desire to be democratic and ethical against pressures to 
ĐoŶfoƌŵ to otheƌ iŵpeƌatiǀes. The ͚leadeƌ͛ faĐiŶg suĐh dileŵŵas ǁill uŶdouďtedlǇ fiŶd 
that the OF“TED fƌaŵeǁoƌk foƌ iŶspeĐtioŶ aŶd ͚ďusiŶess iŵpeƌatiǀes͛ deteƌŵine how 
ĐhoiĐes ŵust ďe ŵade. EǀeŶ if the ĐoŵpetiŶg Đlaiŵs ĐoŵŵaŶded eƋual ƌights Maƌǆ͛s 
diĐtuŵ ǁould still applǇ ͚BetǁeeŶ eƋual ƌights foƌĐe deĐides͛ ;Maƌǆ, 1887, p. 344). 
In Lumby aŶd ToŵliŶsoŶ͛s suƌǀeǇ oŶe Đollege leadeƌ at least Đould see hoǁ ethiĐal 
dileŵŵas ŵight ďe dissolǀed. PƌiŶĐipal H saǁ the ƌole of ͚a leadeƌ͛ ǁith disƋuietiŶg 
clarity:  
 
͚The fiƌst joď of leadeƌship is to defiŶe ƌealitǇ … I thiŶk effeĐtiǀe leadeƌship has 
to be quite directive. You know the theory that everything will come from the 
gƌouŶd aŶd eǀeƌǇoŶe ǁill ďe iŶǀolǀed … ďut I thiŶk theƌe has to ďe soŵe 
directive leadership. There has to be some leadership that defines reality and 
puts foƌǁaƌd a ǀisioŶ.͛ ;Pƌincipal H) (Lumby and Collinson, 2000, p.143) 
 
IŶ teƌŵs of ƌelatiŶg ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ to alieŶatioŶ the stateŵeŶt ďǇ PƌiŶĐipal H ŵeƌits 
ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ. What Đould ďe ŵoƌe alieŶatiŶg foƌ the eŵploǇee thaŶ the ŵaŶageƌ͛s 
arrogation of an exclusive and excluding ƌight ͚to defiŶe ƌealitǇ͛?  
 
Smart Targets Come From Where Exactly?  
The history of SMART targets provides an interesting illustration of managerialist 
practices being taken from an industrial context and being uncritically applied to 
educational practice. All the teachers in this project like their counterparts throughout 
public, as opposed to private, education are required to set and achieve SMART targets 
for each class they teach. The achievement of these targets to a significant extent forms 
the basis of the gƌade aǁaƌded to teaĐheƌs ďǇ OF“TED oƌ theiƌ iŶstitutioŶal ͚QualitǇ͛ 
inspectors. This observation process is interesting in itself as in most cases the teacher is 
graded on the basis of the observation of a single lesson each academic year. In reality 
this ofteŶ ŵeaŶs that a teaĐheƌ ŵaǇ ďe gƌaded as ͚OutstaŶdiŶg͛, ͚Good͛, ͚‘eƋuiƌes 
IŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt͛ oƌ ͚IŶadeƋuate͛ oŶ the oďseƌǀatioŶ of  appƌoǆiŵatelǇ oŶe thousaŶdth of 
the time they spend teaching annually.  
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SMART objectives require that the teacher identifies targets which can be objectively 
assessed for each lesson. This usually requires that the students complete some type of 
assessment in class which provides evidence that the all the students, or at least a 
preponderance of them have learnt the lesson. For adult literacy learners a national 
curriculum provided several hundred such objectives which taken together were 
deemed to describe what should be taught and learnt at five different levels ranging 
fƌoŵ ͚EŶtƌǇ Leǀel ϭ͛ foƌ studeŶts appƌoaĐhiŶg liteƌaĐǇ as Đoŵplete ďegiŶŶeƌs to ͚Leǀel Ϯ͛ 
which was taken as being equivalent to GCSE level. Each literacy lesson had to achieve 
oŶe oƌ ŵoƌe oďjeĐtiǀes. AŶ eǆaŵple at Leǀel ϭ ŵight ďe that ͚BǇ the eŶd of the lessoŶ 
students will be able to  use punctuation to help theiƌ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg͛ ;DFE“, 2001, p.82) 
oƌ at EŶtƌǇ Leǀel ͚BǇ the eŶd of the lessoŶ studeŶts ǁill ďe aďle to speak ĐleaƌlǇ to ďe 
heaƌd aŶd uŶdeƌstood iŶ siŵple eǆĐhaŶges͛ ;DFE“, 2001, p.24). It will be immediately 
apparent to a person approaching such ͚oďjeĐtiǀes͛ fƌoŵ outside that theǇ aƌe ǀeƌǇ 
strange in several ways. Most obviously anyone who writes would realise the use of 
punctuation to help understanding is not something which is achieved once and for all in 
a one hour class, nor is it at all clear that it is possible to leave a lesson after one hour 
with the capacity to speak clearly and to be heard in simple exchanges if one had 
entered the same class unable to do so. The division of the literacy curriculum into such 
discrete fragments was necessitated by the need for SMART targets.  
 
The acronym SMART was formed by the requirement that targets for each lesson were 
at oŶĐe ͚“peĐifiĐ͛, ͚Measuƌaďle͛, ͚AĐhieǀaďle͛, ͚‘ealistiĐ͛, aŶd ͚TiŵeďouŶd͛; eǀeƌǇthiŶg 
which is known about education in general, and adult literacy education in particular 
indicates that the processes of learning and teaching cannot meaningfully be divided 
according to any such metric.  
 
The managerialist imperatives, to measure, to set targets, to benchmark, to compare 
performances, and ultimately on these bases to judge, punish, or possibly reward 
requires the imposition of such things as SMART targets. It is an essential requirement of 
managerialism that in those areas where reality resists measurement then it is actuality 
itself which must be rendered into something tractable dimensions. All of the teachers 
in this project tell stories which show examples of how the reality of their work was 
ignored, by passed, or simply discounted. What mattered was the managerialist 
representation of their work. The making strange of the labour processes of the teachers 
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iŶ this pƌojeĐt iŶ ǁaǇs ǁhiĐh pƌeǀeŶt theŵ fƌoŵ ƌeĐogŶisiŶg theŵselǀes iŶ the ͚offiĐial͛ 
representation is most certainly a process of alienation.  
 
As a final word on managerialism it is interesting to point to the origin of the SMART 
target. Given its pervasiveness and its reification throughout PCET it is surprising that 
almost no one knows where it first appeared, or perhaps it is not strange at all.   
 
To know the history of the SMART target is to see its contemporary sway as something 
incongruous. SMART targets originated first in a short article penned for the journal 
͚MaŶageŵeŶt ‘eǀieǁ͛ ďǇ Geoƌge T. DoƌaŶ. DoƌaŶ had ďeeŶ a ŵaŶageƌ foƌ a ĐoŵpaŶǇ 
selling hydroelectric power. At the time he wrote the article he was working with a small 
business consultancy in Idaho. The original article is some 500 words long and contains 
no references. Doran coined the acronym SMART and urged other managers to follow 
him in using this in target settiŶg ďeĐause it gaǀe ƋuaŶtitatiǀe ͚suppoƌt aŶd eǆpƌessioŶ to 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛s ďeliefs͛ ;DoƌaŶ, 1981, p.ϯϱͿ. Hoǁ ŵaŶǇ ͚ƋualitǇ͛ iŶspeĐtoƌs iŶ eduĐatioŶ 
today even know that the SMART lesson plans they require originated from something 
Ŷo ŵoƌe ͚eǀideŶĐe ďased͛ thaŶ a ŵŶeŵoŶiĐ fiƌst ĐoiŶed to help ŵaŶageƌs set taƌgets foƌ 
electricity salesmen? 
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Place 
 
 
History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time 
filled by the presence of the now.   
Walter Benjamin 1940 - Theses on the Philosophy of History xiv 
 
 
Leaving the railway station in Margate to begin the first interview for this project I 
walked along the sea front. The skies and clouds above Margate bay refract sunlight in 
an often dramatic manner when this is combined in interaction with the sea it gives rise 
to an effect which J.M.W. Turner devoted much of his painting to capturing and 
developing. The peculiar ethereality of these sea and sky scapes of Margate can be 
heady. The poet T.S. Eliot apparently spent considerable amounts of time in sitting in a 
shelter facing the same bay which Turner had surveyed some 120 years earlier. Eliot was 
suffeƌiŶg ǁhat iŶ the teƌŵiŶologǇ of the tiŵe ǁas kŶoǁŶ as a ͚Ŷeƌǀous Đollapse͛ aŶd he 
apparently sat in the shelter for long periods as he worked on the verses which would 
ďeĐoŵe ͚The WastelaŶd͛. I had ƌead ͚The WastelaŶd͛ at sĐhool, ŵoƌe ƌeĐeŶtlǇ I had 
ŶotiĐed that a paƌt of the poeŵ had ďeeŶ used as aŶ epigƌaph iŶ ͚BeǇoŶd FƌagŵeŶts͛ ďǇ 
Linden West (1996). I now found myself walking past the shelter and remembering the 
lines: 
͞OŶ Maƌgate “aŶds. 
I can connect   
Nothing with nothing.   
The broken finger-nails of dirty hands.   
My people humble people who expect   
NothiŶg.͟ ;Eliot, 1922)  
 
The aŵďiguitǇ of the liŶes ͚I ĐaŶ ĐoŶŶeĐt, NothiŶg ǁith ŶothiŶg͛ seeŵed to ŵe to ďe a 
leitŵotif of the poeŵ itself.  ͚The WastelaŶd͛ ŵoǀes fƌoŵ oŶe eǀoĐatiǀe sĐeŶe to 
another leaving the reader with a sense that each episode is connected by something 
simultaneously palpable and mysterious. The ambiguity of the nexus between these 
sĐeŶes  iŶ ͚The WastelaŶd͛ ofteŶ ƌelates to plaĐes, heƌe the gliŵpse of Maƌgate “aŶds 
comes between a fragment of conversation overheard in Moorgate London,  a fragment 
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of song from the Lorelei, and a reference to ancient Carthage. For the early part of the 
year 1921 Eliot lived in a hotel in Cliftonville, an area which was then genteel but is 
today marked by its extreme deprivation. Cliftonville features prominently in this study.  
 
IŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of the theŵes iŶ ͚The WastelaŶd͛; the deǀastatioŶ of the Fiƌst Woƌld Waƌ; 
the pƌofouŶd Đƌisis of Eliot͛s oǁŶ soĐial ŵilieu; aŶd the geŶeƌal feeliŶg of desolatioŶ 
which pervades the poem it is hard not to see his mental problems as themselves being 
a symptomatic of a historic malaise. Just opposite the shelter in which Eliot sat 
composing his iambic pentameters and clearly visible to the poet was the newly opened 
͚DƌeaŵlaŶd͛ aŵuseŵeŶt paƌk ǁith ďƌash sideshoǁs aŶd daƌiŶg ƌides. This ͚attƌaĐtioŶ͛ 
had itself been built to attract the weekend and holiday crowds from especially South 
London. Dreamland was never intended to attract the wealthy but rather those with 
sufficient money to pay for the train fare to the coast and the entertainments offered. 
The juxtaposition of the poet enduring a breakdown whilst composing verse which 
captured the bleak zeitgeist and Dreamland itself as the raffish embodiment of the 
world Eliot loathed and feared is, to the modern reader extraordinary. Yet it is certain 
that in 1921 no one in the crowds passing Eliot on their way from the Margate station to 
Dreamland and the beach had any inkling of what was happening.  The relationship 
between Margate Sands, Carthage, Cliftonville, and Dreamland, The Great War and Eliot 
in his shelter might be taken as a particularly extraordinary example of what Henri 
Lefeďǀƌe ǁould ƌefeƌ to as ͚spaĐe͛ ;Lefeďǀƌe, 1947).   
 
Hannah told me part of her story on the first day of this project she explained that in the 
years before her death her mother had enjoyed sitting on the shore, looking out to sea 
across the bay. When Hannah told me the location of the  spot where her mother 
pƌefeƌƌed to sit I ƌealised that it ǁas opposite Eliot͛s shelteƌ. Afteƌ these foƌaǇs fƌoŵ heƌ 
retirement flat she haďituallǇ told HaŶŶah that ͚Maƌgate is still ďeautiful͛. CatheƌiŶe, 
Grace, Paul and Hannah all talked about how the Thanet of their childhood and youth 
had been a beautiful place.  The Thanet they remembered has now gone, or so they say.  
I have only ever seen it in its troubled contemporary form. Even allowing for the 
aĐĐouŶts of ThaŶet͛s past to haǀe ďeeŶ Đolouƌed ďǇ Ŷostalgia, it is eǀideŶt that its past 
appears brighter than its present. It is also worth noting that the contemporary meaning 
of ͚Ŷostalgia͛ itself gƌeǁ out of, aŶd Đaŵe to ƌeplaĐe aŶ oldeƌ oƌigiŶal ŵeaŶiŶg of 
͚ǇeaƌŶiŶg foƌ the laŶd of oŶe͛s ďiƌth͛.   
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The Problem of Place  
 
From the start of this project the problem of how to understand place was present 
wherever I looked. On that first afternoon I found myself trying to understand the 
sigŶifiĐaŶĐe of the diǀeƌgeŶt ǀieǁs, if suĐh theǇ ǁeƌe, of Eliot aŶd HaŶŶah͛s ŵotheƌ oŶ 
the beauty or ugliness of Margate Sands. Each subsequent interview with each of the 
teachers further impressed upon me the problem of attempting to apprehend the full 
iŵpliĐatioŶs of ͚plaĐe͛. Thƌee thƌeads eŵeƌged aƌouŶd ǁhiĐh I eŶdeaǀouƌed to deǀelop 
an understanding of place. The first of these was the interrelationship of place with life 
story. The second thread was the relationship of place and social class. The third thread 
was the existence of place as a historically and culturally permeated form of space. I will 
return to these threads throughout this chapter.    
 
Comments have been made at several points in this thesis about the organic nature of 
life story work. Each life studied appears to give rise to a range of problems and 
interpretations which are unique and yet related. Here the selected stories of the lives of 
six teachers of literacy working on the Isle of Thanet have been related to each other 
and to wider social and cultural relationships. Each of the six lives presented has 
happened within a particular social and cultural ecology. The word ecology is used in the 
seŶse of the ͚studǇ of iŶteƌaĐtioŶ of peƌsoŶs ǁith theiƌ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛, ;OEDͿ ǁith the 
environment being understood not only as something physical but also as something 
which is thoroughly social and cultural.   
 
Looking at the lives of the six teachers in this study the fact that they have all spent 
years teaching literacy to adults has been a key part of the ecological system, or context, 
within which their lives have been conducted. This context has shaped the experiences, 
outlooks, value systems, indeed the whole weltanschauung of the teachers. In this 
Đhapteƌ ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ ǁill ďe giǀeŶ to ͚plaĐe͛ as a paƌt of the ĐoŶteǆt iŶ ǁhiĐh the siǆ 
teaĐheƌs͛ liǀes aƌe liǀed. It ǁill ďe aƌgued that plaĐe, like Đlass, is something which is 
simultaneously pervasive and resistant to any neat definition. From the very beginning 
of the studǇ aŶd iŶ its deǀelopŵeŶt theƌe ǁas a ƌealisatioŶ of the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚plaĐe͛ 
as a ͚thiŶg͛ aŶd a ͚ĐoŶĐept͛ iŶteƌǁoǀeŶ ǁith the life stoƌies themselves but this 
awareness proved elusive when the attempt was made to formulate it in words. The 
problem of trying to understand place from the perspective of life stories is certainly not 
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new, in this study mention has already been made of the occurrence of the problem in 
liteƌatuƌe ǁith BalzaĐ͛s Paƌis aŶd ‘aǇŵoŶd Williaŵs͛  Welsh MaƌĐhes ;BalzaĐ,ϭϴϯϱ; 
Williams, 1960) being given of two instances judged to be relevant to this thesis. The 
problem as it appears in fiction is related but distinct to the issue as it appears in life 
story work. In fiction the writer has more freedom to construct place in accord with the 
constraints and freedoms of the art of writing.  In the approach to life story work 
adopted heƌe a gƌeateƌ eŵphasis ŵust ďe plaĐed oŶ ͚tƌuth to life͛ Ŷot oŶlǇ iŶ a Đƌeatiǀe 
ǁaǇ ďut also ĐƌuĐiallǇ iŶ a ŵoƌe ͚doĐuŵeŶtaƌǇ͛ seŶse of tƌuthfulŶess. The Đƌeatiǀe ǁƌiteƌ 
might have recourse to dramatic licence, to pathetic fallacy, or to the invention of 
incidents to give greater life to the place in which their fictions take place. In life story 
work there is a similar need to reveal the part of that place in the life story. In the 
appƌoaĐh takeŶ heƌe theƌe ǁill ďe Ŷo stƌaǇiŶg aǁaǇ fƌoŵ pƌose. IŶ BalzaĐ͛s aŶd iŶ 
Williaŵ͛s ǁoƌk the ĐhaƌaĐteƌs aŶd the setting cannot be understood separately. In life 
story work too, even without the use of poetry, there is a need to show the link between 
people and place.  
 
There are also academic traditions within the area of geography which have explored 
place not only as a physical phenomenon but also in ideographic, social constructivist, 
and even phenomenological terms (Cresswell, 2004, p.51). The work of some of these 
geographers has played an important role in the approach to place in the life story work 
which is explored below.  
 
Concern with physical environments and their relationship to capitalism has influenced 
the work of Marxist theoreticians most saliently in the case of this project Henri Lefebvre 
and David Harvey. Both of these thinkers have worked to understand the relationships 
between space, place and the development of capitalism. In the case of Henri Lefebvre 
͚plaĐe͛ is aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt theŵe iŶ ŵuĐh of his ǁoƌk, espeĐiallǇ so iŶ tǁo of his ŵajoƌ 
ǁoƌks ͚CƌitiƋue of EǀeƌǇdaǇ Life͛ aŶd ͚The CƌeatioŶ of “paĐe͛. The three volumes of the 
former work were written in French in the decades after the Second World War but 
ǁeƌe tƌaŶslated iŶto EŶglish soŵetiŵe lateƌ ;ϭϵϵϭ, ϮϬϬϮ, aŶd ϮϬϬϴͿ. ͚The PƌoduĐtioŶ of 
“paĐe͛ ǁas fiƌst puďlished iŶ ϭϵϳϰ ďut did Ŷot appeaƌ iŶ EŶglish translation until 1991. 
Above all Lefebvre was concerned with using Marxism as way of developing an 
uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚eǀeƌǇdaǇ͛ life, a gƌeat paƌt of this is theƌefoƌe ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the 
ǀaƌious foƌŵs of ͚spaĐe͛ ǁhiĐh huŵaŶs Đƌeate aŶd liǀe iŶ. Daǀid Harvey often refers to 
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hoǁ HeŶƌi Lefeďǀƌe͛s ǁoƌk has iŶfoƌŵed his oǁŶ. HaƌǀeǇ poiŶts to ǁhat he sees as 
ĐƌuĐial theŵes iŶ the ǁoƌk of HeŶƌi Lefeďǀƌe, espeĐiallǇ the ĐoŶĐept of ͚uƌďaŶisŵ͛.  IŶ aŶ 
͚Afteƌǁoƌd͛ to the EŶglish tƌaŶslatioŶ of ͚The PƌoduĐtioŶ of “paĐe͛ HaƌǀeǇ poiŶts out that 
Lefeďǀƌe ǁas Ŷot satisfied ǁith the idea of the ͚ĐitǇ͛ as aŶ adeƋuate sǇŶoŶǇŵ foƌ 
͚uƌďaŶisŵ͛:  
 
...consideration of the urban question quickly led him to deny that the city was 
any kind of meaningful entity in modern life. It had been superseded by a 
process of urbanization or, more generally, of the production of space, that 
was binding together the global and the local, the city and the country, the 
centre and the periphery, in new and quite unfamiliar ways. Daily life, the topic 
that had engaged his attention before 1968, as well as Marxist theory and 
revolutionary politics had to be reinterpreted against this background of a 
changing production of space. (Harvey, 1991, p.431)  
 
Space and place are very important themes throughout HaƌǀeǇ͛s oǁŶ ǁoƌk Ŷot oŶlǇ as a 
geogƌapheƌ ďut ŵoƌe ǁidelǇ. IŶ ŵuĐh of HaƌǀeǇ͛s oǁŶ ǁoƌk spaĐe aŶd plaĐe aƌe ƌelated 
to ǁideƌ soĐial aŶd Đultuƌal ƋuestioŶs ;ϭϵϳϵ, ϭϵϵϬ, ϭϵϵϲ, aŶd ϮϬϭϮͿ. IŶ ͚JustiĐe Natuƌe 
aŶd the GeogƌaphǇ of DiffeƌeŶĐe͛, HaƌǀeǇ deǀotes considerable space to the analysis of 
the fiĐtioŶal ǁƌitiŶg s of ‘aǇŵoŶd Williaŵs aŶd the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚plaĐe͛ theƌeiŶ. It is faƌ 
from coincidental that the chapter devoted to this analysis comes immediately before a 
chapter in which there is a brilliaŶt eǆpositioŶ of ͚DialeĐtiĐs͛. It is ǀeƌǇ iŶteƌestiŶg iŶdeed 
that ‘aǇŵoŶd Williaŵs͛ ϭϵϱϴ  essaǇ ͚Cultuƌe is OƌdiŶaƌǇ͛ ;Williaŵs, 1989, pp. 3-18) was 
approaching questions similar to those which absorbed Henri Lefebvre albeit from a 
different angle. This essaǇ ŵaƌked a Ŷodal poiŶt iŶ Williaŵs͛ iŶtelleĐtual deǀelopŵeŶt iŶ 
paƌtiĐulaƌ his ĐoŶĐeƌŶ ǁith the liŶk ďetǁeeŶ ͚oƌdiŶaƌǇ life͛, Đultuƌe, aŶd plaĐe. IŶ the 
͚Cultuƌe is OƌdiŶaƌǇ͛ essaǇ Williaŵs looks at ŵaŶǇ issues ďut keǇ eleŵeŶts aƌe illustƌated 
through the presentation of fragments of his life story including a memorable account of 
his oǁŶ ƌeloĐatioŶ fƌoŵ a ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass Đhildhood aŶd Ǉouth iŶ the  ͚ďoƌdeƌ ĐouŶtƌǇ͛ of 
Wales to  the university and genteel tea shops of Cambridge.  In the work of Williams, 
Edward Thompson and Henri Lefebvre  there is a very strong weaving together of what 
Lefeďǀƌe ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚eǀeƌǇdaǇ life͛, ǁhat Williaŵs ŵeaŶt ďǇ ͚Đultuƌe͛, aŶd ǁhat 
ThoŵpsoŶ Đalled ͚HistoƌǇ fƌoŵ ďeloǁ͛ . All thƌee ǁoƌked ǁithiŶ ǁhat ThoŵpsoŶ 
referred to as ͚a Maƌǆist tƌaditioŶ͛. This Đhapteƌ is aŶ atteŵpt to ďƌiŶg togetheƌ a Maƌǆist 
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perspective on place and its influence in life story work.  There are three central 
premises to this approach.  
 
First is the contention that place and life story are internally related. Places shape the 
life stories of those who are located within them, and in turn the life stories of people 
shape the places in which they happen.  
 
A second premise is that place and class are also inseparable, though this must 
understood as being far more complex and nuanced than might appear from such 
practices as post-coding as applied when judging school and college recruitment. Place 
and class have a particular relationship within British culture, if we are told that 
someone lives in Kensington, Durham, or Cowley assumptions will be made. But these 
assumptions change radically if we find that the person from Kensington lives on the 
Athlone Gardens Estate with its problems of deprivation, or that in the case of Durham 
the individual comes from the former mining village of Bear Pit , or that the Cowley 
peƌsoŶ is ͚diploŵatiĐallǇ͛ iŶtƌoduĐed as hailiŶg fƌoŵ  Oǆfoƌd. ‘elatioŶships ďetǁeeŶ Đlass 
and place exist throughout the modern, or indeed postmodern world and within each 
society the relationship between place and class will take a form special, quite possibly 
uŶiƋue, to that soĐietǇ. The ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ plaĐe aŶd Đlass is so ͚eǀeƌǇdaǇ͛ that it 
almost always goes unremarked yet the experiencing of place and place permeate each 
the other to suĐh a degƌee that theǇ ĐaŶŶot ďe sepaƌated. The doĐtoƌ͛s suƌgeƌǇ, the 
classroom, the living room, the corridors of power, all workplaces, and the school 
entrance, with mothers collecting their children, are all experienced in class related 
ways. Indeed how places are experienced is conditioned by and is constitutive of the 
experiencing of class itself.  
 
A third premise is that place is created by infinitely complicated and interrelated 
historical and cultural processes. These processes work simultaneously in what we might 
call their specific and general forms. When we talk about the general form of social or 
cultural processes we have in mind the way in which the development takes place across 
the ǁideƌ soĐietǇ. The ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ of ͚the speĐifiĐ͛ of soĐial and cultural processes in 
terms of place looks at how those processes are manifested in a particular locale. The 
financial crisis of 2008 has had an effect across the whole political economy of the 
United Kingdom and indeed the Western world. It is absolutely no exaggeration to refer 
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to this process as a general crisis. Yet this general crisis took different forms and shapes 
iŶ diffeƌeŶt plaĐes. We ŵight alŵost saǇ that the geŶeƌal Đƌisis ͚adapted͛ itself, aŶd 
found particular forms in which to express itself, iŶ speĐifiĐ ͚plaĐes͛.  
 
The 2008 general crisis in the economy of the United Kingdom was centred in the City of 
London. A visitor to the City will see little difference between the place today and pre 
crisis, the important differences are hidden from view and are to be found in balance 
sheets stored electronically in thousands of computers.  The distance from the City to 
Thanet is a little over 80 miles. A walk along Margate sea front will show it to be a world 
apaƌt fƌoŵ the UŶited KiŶgdoŵ͛s fiŶaŶĐial huď.  IŶ the specific case of Thanet the 
general crisis of 2008 and subsequent years has had a very particular manifestation. At a 
most obvious level the crisis led to the closure of Manston airport, the end of ferry 
services from Ramsgate to Europe and the closure of the Pfizer plant at Sandwich.  It is 
even said that development of the High Speed Rail link to London which coincided with 
the crisis has led to the drug trade in Thanet falling under the control of London based 
gangs. The burgeoning client base of these drug dealers is assumed by almost everyone 
to be linked to the growth of unemployment, poverty  and other aspects of the 
economic crisis itself.  Despite the crisis the Turner Contemporary gallery opened, a 
group of dedicated enthusiasts manage to restore Dreamland, and to the surprise of  the 
small handful of their supporters Thanet Wanderers Rugby football club have managed 
to avoid relegation from the London and South East League Division 2.The crisis played 
into and intensified processes, some of which were already evident in other troubled 
coastal areas of Britain,  and some of which were more or less unique to that Thanet. 
Unique features , for better or for worse which differentiate one place from another.  
 
Place and Other 
The connectedness and complexity of the relationship between class and place was in 
ŵaŶǇ ǁaǇs the theŵe of LǇŶseǇ HaŶleǇ͛s ďook ͚Estates: aŶ iŶtiŵate histoƌǇ͛ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ 
which looks at the way in which for many people in inter-war and especially post war 
Britain the council housing estate rendered class in bricks and mortar and how it 
influenced the lives of millions of people like her (and me) who grew up on housing 
estates: 
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I started out wanting to write about the relationship between class and the 
built environment, and ended up writing about the internal walls that we build 
to keep us fƌoŵ ĐollapsiŶg uŶdeƌ the ǁeight of that ƌelatioŶship͛s iŵpliĐatioŶs 
(p.xvi) 
 
What LǇŶseǇ HaŶloŶ ƌefeƌs to as ͚the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ Đlass aŶd the ďuilt 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ aŶd ͚iŶteƌŶal ǁalls͛ is of particular interest when considering the lives of 
the six literacy teachers here as the built environment of Thanet has played an 
important part in shaping their lives both in external and internal shape.  
 
Two forms of housing have exerted a strong influence in shaping the character of 
ThaŶet. Fiƌst aŶd foƌeŵost is the Đultuƌal iŶflueŶĐe of ͚the ĐouŶĐil housiŶg estate͛ eǀeŶ if 
today many of these houses have passed into private ownership the estates are seen as 
being socially distinct and are certainly stigmatised. For most Thanetonians, including 
those who live in these areas  the Millmead, Dane Valley, High Fields, Whitehall or 
NeǁiŶgtoŶ estates aƌe seeŶ as ďeiŶg sites of ͚failuƌe͛;  as plaĐes ǁhiĐh sigŶifǇ aŶ iŶaďilitǇ 
to participate in the fabled prosperity of coŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ BƌitaiŶ.   To the ͚ĐouŶĐil estate͛ 
must be added the bottom rungs of the private rented sector which is characteristically 
unsafe, unstable and unaffordable (de Santos, 2012). In the particular case of Thanet 
and especially areas like the East Cliff of Ramsgate or Cliftonville in Margate the private 
rented sector is particularly disadvantaged. In these areas and others the private rented 
sector is to a significant degree comprised of small flats and bedsits in buildings which 
were once boarding houses or hotels catering to the holiday trade. As this sector 
declined so the properties were utilised  by social service departments for the 
resettlement of families outside of their own boroughs. In the two areas mentioned 
sigŶifiĐaŶt Ŷuŵďeƌs of ͚pƌoďleŵ͛ faŵilies aŶd iŶdiǀiduals aloŶg ǁith ƌesettled offeŶdeƌs 
have been re-housed by London Boroughs (White, 2012). In the Centre for Social Justice 
report (2013, p.ϭϮͿ CouŶĐilloƌ Cliǀe Haƌt is Ƌuoted as saǇiŶg of CliftoŶǀille that ͚there 
isŶ͛t a daǇ that goes ďǇ ǁheƌe Ǉou doŶ͛t see a faŵilǇ pushiŶg theiƌ possessioŶs aƌouŶd iŶ 
a shoppiŶg tƌolleǇ, ŵoǀiŶg to theiƌ Ŷeǁ hoŵe͛. All the teaĐheƌs ǁhose life stoƌies aƌe 
disĐussed heƌe ǁould ďe aďle to attest to the aĐĐuƌaĐǇ of CouŶĐilloƌ Haƌt͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of 
such miserable scenes.  
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HaŶŶah͛s paƌeŶts shop, theiƌ last atteŵpt at a sŵall ďusiŶess, ǁas loĐated oŶ 
Northdown Road the main thoroughfare in Cliftonville. Today Hannah, Grace, and Susan 
all live within an easy ten minute walk of the same road.  Later in this chapter an 
examination will be made of the picture Tracey Emin presents of Margate and Thanet. It 
is signifiĐaŶt that iŶ heƌ stoƌǇ EŵiŶ ŵaƌks the ĐhaŶge iŶ heƌ faŵilǇ͛s ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes ǁheŶ 
she notes that her father and mother became bankrupt and lost their hotel in 
Cliftonville, her father left her mother and the family were forced to move into a 
privately rented flat.   
 
In the two previous chapters the topics of class and managerialism have been examined 
through a process of extrapolation from the six lives studied. Certain of the lived 
eǆpeƌieŶĐes of the teaĐheƌs haǀe ďeeŶ takeŶ as ͚ƌeal life͛ iŶstaŶĐes of ǁider social 
phenomena. From the reverse angle there has also been a process which, as the 
opposite of extrapolation, might be referred to as instantiation. Here instantiation 
describes a process by which wider social and cultural theory is used as a lens through 
which to view events and relationships in the life stories. In other words the way in 
which the life stories provide real life instances of social and cultural phenomena 
described in theory. An example of these processes of extrapolation and instantiation is 
pƌoǀided iŶ GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ ǁheŶ she ƌeĐouŶts heƌ ƌelatioŶship ǁith heƌ fatheƌ; although 
this aspect of her story was not examined in depth it provides an instance of ͚patƌiaƌĐhǇ͛. 
To uŶdeƌstaŶd the authoƌitaƌiaŶ staŶĐe of GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ it ǁould ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ ďe 
reasonable and illuminating to draw upon various forms of feminist theory to see how 
this relates to the specific case of Grace and her father. But it is also invaluable to move 
fƌoŵ GƌaĐe͛s peƌsoŶal stoƌǇ toǁaƌds a ǁideƌ ǀieǁ of the soĐial iŵpliĐatioŶs of aŶ 
iŶdiǀidual͛s ͚ŵaĐho͛ attitude toǁaƌds fatheƌhood etĐ. PƌoĐeediŶg fƌoŵ the iŶdiǀidual 
story of Grace to a wider social view, whilst retaining the liveliness of a personal 
narrative important elements of this particular problematic relationship may be 
preserved whilst they are also considered in more general terms.  
 
To explain the problem between Grace and her father as being one of patriarchy might 
be true enough but it misses a great deal if only seen in terms of sociological, or even 
feminist theory. It is a story of a relationship which is stunted and warped although both 
Grace and her father probably wanted it to succeed. Both daughter and father were 
wounded by this failure yet they were unable to do anything to ameliorate their 
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sadness. Important as these emotional dimensions are they do not exist in most schools 
of soĐial theoƌǇ. IŶ this paƌtiĐulaƌ Đase the ƌeadeƌ of GƌaĐe͛s stoƌǇ ŵight ďe stƌuĐk ǁith 
her seŶse of ǀeǆatioŶ at heƌ fatheƌ͛s philaŶdeƌiŶg aŶd ďooƌishŶess ďut also ǁith a feeliŶg 
of poignancy towards what we must imagine at some level to be his estrangement from 
those ǁho ǁeƌe, despite eǀeƌǇthiŶg, Đlosest to hiŵ.  Heƌ fatheƌ͛s atteŵpts to ĐoŶtƌol 
GƌaĐe͛s life, aŶd a deep iŶaďilitǇ to ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate eŵotioŶallǇ ǁith his daughteƌ 
contributed to her losing regard for him.   
 
It is these processes of extrapolation and instantiation as they work to create place in 
the lives of the six teachers which is the basis of this chapter.  As with class and 
management the six life stories provided the starting point for what might almost be 
described as a wholly secular, though far from spiƌitless, ͚ŵeditatioŶ͛ oŶ the ŵeaŶiŶg of 
place.  The relationship between lives and place became apparent from the first 
interview for this project. Trying to understand Thanet as a place I found myself thinking 
about it as a collage with images and histories piled one upon the other.  It has already 
been mentioned how novelists and geographers among others have long been 
concerned with the problem of how to understand place. The starting point, and that is 
all it is, seeŵs to lie at least iŶ paƌt iŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg ͚plaĐe͛ as a Đoŵpleǆ of deǀelopiŶg, 
contested and unstable processes by which social and cultural meanings are attributed 
to physical spaces. What follows is a fraction of the overall collage which contributes to 
the creation of Thanet as a place.  
 
Staying with the relationship between Grace and her father it is even possible to see 
hoǁ plaĐe aŶd patƌiaƌĐhǇ ĐaŶ ďe seeŶ to ďe ͚iŶteƌŶallǇ ƌelated͛. GƌaĐe͛s fatheƌ aŶd 
mother moved from Dartford to Thanet. Her father had been married when he started 
aŶ affaiƌ ǁith GƌaĐe͛s ŵotheƌ ǁho at the tiŵe ǁas Ŷot Ǉet tǁeŶtǇ. It ǁould appeaƌ that 
the move to Thanet was in some way linked to his having affairs and to wanting to keep 
a ďoat. GƌaĐe͛s ŵuŵ ŵissed heƌ hoŵe aŶd espeĐiallǇ ŵissed Ŷot ďeiŶg Ŷeaƌ GƌaĐe͛s 
grandmother. The move from the outer reaches of  London to Thanet had its own 
particular causes yet it was also simultaneously a move made by tens of thousands of 
other Londoners in the 1960s and later. It was a move made in a broadly parallel fashion 
ďǇ the paƌeŶts of at least thƌee otheƌs iŶ this pƌojeĐt. IŶ eaĐh Đase ǁe fiŶd a ͚geŶeƌal͛ 
trend made manifest in individual cases which are very different. 
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GƌaĐe͛s ŵotheƌ ŵissed ĐoŶtaĐt ǁith heƌ ŵotheƌ aŶd she ǁould take heƌ ĐhildƌeŶ ǁith 
her on journeys back to Coulsdon.  On their way to Surrey they would pass through 
London. Grace remembeƌed the ǁashiŶg dƌǇiŶg oŶ ĐlothesliŶes aŶd seeiŶg ͚ďlaĐk͛ 
people. Both of these impressions struck and alarmed Grace. When Grace recounted 
these jouƌŶeǇs ďaĐk to heƌ gƌaŶdŵotheƌ͛s house she ǀeƌǇ defiŶitelǇ saǁ CoulsdoŶ as heƌ 
ŵotheƌ͛s ƌeal hoŵe fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh she had been removed as a consequence of her 
marriage to her father. When she was asked if her father accompanied them on these 
jouƌŶeǇs GƌaĐe said ǀeƌǇ diƌeĐtlǇ ͚Ŷo he ǁas pƌoďaďlǇ ǁoŵaŶisiŶg soŵeǁheƌe͛. GƌaĐe͛s 
resentment towards her father for not accompanying her mum on what must have been 
very important journeys was palpable and she saw it as a symbolic failure on his part. 
Four decades later recounting these journeys and remembering the washing and 
͚iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ GƌaĐe talks of these thiŶgs as poiŶtiŶg up the difference between Thanet 
aŶd LoŶdoŶ; at oŶĐe ƌeiŶfoƌĐiŶg heƌ seŶse of a ͚hoŵe plaĐe͛ aŶd heƌ feeliŶg of ďeiŶg ͚out 
of plaĐe͛ iŶ LoŶdoŶ. The seŶse of soŵethiŶg oƌ soŵeoŶe ďeiŶg out of plaĐe is giǀeŶ the 
laďel ͚aŶaĐhoƌisŵ͛ ďǇ the geogƌapheƌ Tiŵ Cƌesswell who makes the point that: 
 
The creation of place by necessity involves the definition of what lies outside. 
To put it another way the outside plays a crucial role in the definition of the 
inside. (Cresswell, 2004, p.102)  
 
Planet Thanet 
The Isle of Thanet is no longer an island in the real sense of the word. Topographically 
Thanet is a limestone dome the highest point of which has an altitude of less than sixty 
metres. In mediaeval times the River Stour and sea channels separated the island in a 
very real sense. An expanse of water several hundred metres wide meant that the Isle of 
Thanet was accessible only by ferry. Over the years the channel filled with silt and 
extensive drainage works carried out especially by monks drained much of the 
marshland. The highest point of the Isle of Thanet at Manston was a centre of Saxon 
governance; later it was a key Battle of Britain airfield. There are no rivers or streams on 
the limestone dome as surface water quickly drains away.  
 
Today the edges of the Isle of Thanet are marked by the Wantsum Channel and the River 
Stour.  To the North the Wantsum Channel which is really no more than a large drainage 
ditch running through the baleful  flat land of the drained marshes. To the South the 
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edge of the island is marked by the River Stour. The Stour is not more than ten metres 
wide at the point it becomes estuarine a few kilometres from Sandwich where it enters 
the sea. The Isle of Thanet is today no longer an island except in name, culture and 
history. 
 
Westgate on Sea, Margate, Broadstairs and Ramsgate were once popular holiday 
destinations, initially for better off Victorian holidaymakers. Vincent van Gogh taught at 
a small private school in Ramsgate not far from the site of which is the house of Jenny 
Marǆ the daughteƌ of Kaƌl. Maƌǆ͛s ǁife JeŶŶǇ ǀoŶ WestphaleŶ speŶt the suŵŵeƌ of 
ϭϴϴϭ, the last of heƌ life, at heƌ daughteƌ͛s house.  
 
Ramsgate which had once received the captured colours of the vanquished French army 
after Waterloo was the most important maƌshalliŶg poƌt of the ͚sŵall ďoats͛ flotilla 
which rescued the defeated remnants of a later British army from the beaches of 
Dunkirk.  
 
With the advent of holidays for the working classes and good rail links to London in the 
early twentieth century the tourist industry in Thanet expanded. Many new houses were 
built whilst others were converted to become hotels or guest houses.  Margate became 
virtually synonymous with sea side trips or holidays for the working classes of South East 
London. A subsequent development in transport brought the age of cheap air travel. 
Ordinary people could now holiday in  foreign places which had reliable weather, 
warmer waters, and cheaper alcohol.  The holiday industry in Thanet fell into a steep 
decline, today it exists only in the form of bucket and spade day trips. The last ferry 
service from Ramsgate to Europe closed in 2013.  
 
People ǁho liǀe oŶ ThaŶet still ƌefeƌ to it at tiŵes as ͚the islaŶd͛. “oŵetiŵes uŶkiŶdlǇ it 
is ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚PlaŶet ThaŶet͛  ďoth ďǇ ThaŶetoŶiaŶs and those who do not live there. 
͚PlaŶet ThaŶet͛ is aŶ uglǇ aŶd deƌogatoƌǇ epithet its use ǁould Ŷot ďe soĐiallǇ aĐĐeptaďle 
if applied to a different social group.  
 
There is a belief on the island and elsewhere that in Thanet things and people are 
different. This belief is strong enough to create its own element of truth. When a place 
or people are seen as being socially different this becomes a constitutive element of 
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their social and cultural identity.   When the people directly affected by this process 
come to see themselves as different, or apart from what they believe to be the 
͚ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ͛ oƌ ͚ŶoƌŵalitǇ͛ theǇ ǁill haǀe ďeĐoŵe ͚otheƌ͛. We ŵight ƌeĐall GƌaĐe͛s 
attitude to LoŶdoŶ oƌ HaŶŶah͛s desiƌe to ƌetuƌŶ to ThaŶet afteƌ leaǀiŶg oŶ heƌ 
evangelical mission, or even Susan seeing the University of Kent at Canterbury some 19 
miles from Thanet as another world, as instances in the life stories presented here which 
indicate a strong feeling place. It is once again worth stressing how a strong feeling of 
͚hoŵe͛ iŶ ThaŶet also iŶǀolǀes the ĐƌeatioŶ of a stƌoŶg seŶse of ͚otheƌ͛. 
 
As alƌeadǇ ŵeŶtioŶed iŶ the disĐussioŶ of ͚aŶaĐhoƌisŵ͛, aŶǇ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚plaĐe͛, 
has to be ĐoŶŶeĐted to ideas of ͚otheƌŶess͛.   At its siŵplest ǁe distiŶguish plaĐes, oŶe 
fƌoŵ aŶotheƌ, oŶ the ďasis of theiƌ staŶdiŶg iŶ a ƌelatioŶship of ͚otheƌŶess͛ .  The 
ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg desigŶatioŶ of ThaŶet as ͚The Isle of ThaŶet͛ loŶg afteƌ it Đeased to ďe aŶ 
islaŶd puts it iŶ a ƌelatioŶ of otheƌŶess to ͚the ŵaiŶlaŶd͛.  This is ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh iŶ liŶe ǁith a 
desĐƌiptioŶ of ͚otheƌŶess͛ giǀeŶ ďǇ )ǇgŵuŶt BauŵaŶ:  
 
Classifying consists in the acts of inclusion and exclusion. Each act of naming 
splits the world into two: entities that answer to the name; all the rest that do 
not. Certain entities may be included into a class – made a class – only in as far 
as other entities are excluded, left outside. (1991, p.2) 
 
At a simple geographical level the designation of this fragment of the county of Kent as 
aŶ ͚islaŶd͛ is Ŷo loŶgeƌ justified, Ŷoƌ is the peƌsisteŶĐe of the epithet siŵplǇ a histoƌiĐ 
ƌeliĐ. That ThaŶet eŶduƌes as aŶ ͚islaŶd͛ is iŶ laƌge paƌt ƌooted iŶ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ Đultuƌe. 
The rather more dismissive designation of the aƌea as ͚PlaŶet ThaŶet͛ ǁith its allusioŶs 
to ideas of weirdness are also connected to ideas of poverty, deprivation and alienation 
from prosperity.  
 
Images of Thanet –Dreamlands and Wastelands 
 
It is possible to demonstrate something of the extent of poverty in Thanet through 
statistics and this is necessary but the statistics do not fully capture the dimensions of 
the problem.  Kent is often assumed by outsiders to not have communities living in 
deprived circumstances. Kent itself is of course within the part of England all too glibly 
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desĐƌiďed iŶ the ŵedia as the ͚afflueŶt “outh East͛. Whilst aƌeas suĐh as ͚The Isle of 
“heppeǇ͛ HastiŶgs, aŶd of Đouƌse ThaŶet staŶd out foƌ theiƌ iŶdiĐes of poǀeƌty much of 
the ͚“outh East͛ ĐaŶŶot ƌeallǇ  ďe desĐƌiďed as ͚ǁell-off͛ iŶ aŶǇ ƌeallǇ ŵeaŶiŶgful ǁaǇ.  IŶ 
Kent the largest conurbation is the Medway Towns which itself would stand comparison 
with many of the troubled urban areas of Northern England.  Outside of London, which 
itself contains widespread areas of deprivation, the centres of affluence of the South 
East form a fairly thinly dispersed archipelago of small urban islands in a much bigger sea 
of average or worse conditions. Within the South East Thanet is recognised as being one 
of the ͚poĐkets͛ ǁith the ǁoƌst iŶdiĐes of poǀeƌtǇ. 
 
Margate the largest town in Thanet is described by the Centre for Social Justice as being:  
 
... a town of over 43,000 people. In terms of overall deprivation, approximately 
30 per cent of neighbourhoods in Margate are in the poorest 10 per cent of 
the country. A third of children live below the financial poverty line, more than 
a third of pupils at Margate schools are eligible for Free School Meals, and 70 
per cent of households are recorded as being deprived... (Centre for Social 
Justice, 2013, p.13) 
 
Ramsgate the second town of Thanet is a little smaller and although not quite as 
impoverished as Margate it is, by any statistical standard, very similar. The Marlowe 
Academy preǀiouslǇ kŶoǁŶ as the ͚‘aŵsgate “Đhool͛ staŶds oŶ the edge of the toǁŶ 
liŵits of ‘aŵsgate. The Maƌloǁe aĐadeŵǇ aďuts thƌee of ‘aŵsgate͛s ďest kŶoǁŶ 
council estates Highfields, Whitehall and Newington. These estates are often referred to 
ĐolleĐtiǀelǇ as ͚NeǁiŶgtoŶ͛.  Caƌl PaƌsoŶs ;ϮϬϭϮͿ pƌoduĐed a ƌepoƌt oŶ the Maƌloǁe 
AĐadeŵǇ its title; ͚“ĐhooliŶg the Estate Kids: a VeƌǇ EŶglish “ĐaŶdal͛ Đaptuƌes the ŵaiŶ 
thƌust of the authoƌ͛s aƌguŵeŶt. PaƌsoŶs takes issue ǁith the ǀieǁ that the 
͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ of a sĐhool Đan be separated from the living conditions of its pupils 
outside of the school environment. Twice in its history, in 1997 and then again in 2003 
this sĐhool ǁhilst still Đalled the ͚‘aŵsgate “Đhool ǁas puďliĐlǇ ͚Ŷaŵed aŶd shaŵed͛ as 
the worst secondary school in England. It would be redundant to explore the extent to 
which this humiliation helped and supported the school, its students past and present, 
or the general population of Ramsgate.  
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The greater Newington estate comprises something slightly less than 2,000 dwellings. As 
Parsons explains it: 
 
Newington shows up at every assessment as a lower income, poorer health, 
lower educational achievement and higher crime area...(It) has double the 
Thanet percentage claiming a benefit, four times the national rate. One 
estimate for 2011 was that 41% of households were workless and this was 
expected to rise to 51%. Incapacity benefits are twice the Thanet rate and 
three times the national rate. The assessed achievement of five year-olds 
entering school is very low. At age 16 their percentage achievement of 
5+A*-C grades at GCSE stands at a little over half the national 
average...(Parsons, 2012, p.3)  
 
According to Thanet District Council (TDC) in 2011 some 65% of the population of Thanet 
deemed to be of working age were either employed or actively seeking work (TDC, 
2013). This means that in 2011 over one third of the population of Thanet of working 
age were not economically active or were not seeking work. In 2013 TDC calculated that 
some 17% (TDC, 2013) of the working age population of Thanet were in receipt of some 
tǇpe of out of ǁoƌk ďeŶefit.  If  a total is ĐalĐulated ďǇ addiŶg the Ŷuŵďeƌs of those ͚Ŷot 
eĐoŶoŵiĐallǇ aĐtiǀe͛ ǁith those iŶ ǁoƌk ďut paid the ŵiŶiŵuŵ ǁage, aŶd those oŶ zeƌo 
hours contracts the true piĐtuƌe of ͚suďsisteŶĐe͛ ThaŶet ďegiŶs to eŵeƌge.  This gƌiŵ 
picture darkens further if the earnings of those in work are taken into account. The 
median weekly wage in Thanet was £416, the second lowest level in the South East of 
England (Kent County Council, 2015). This of course means that something very close to 
ϱϬ% of those iŶ ThaŶet aĐtuallǇ eaƌŶ a ͚take hoŵe͛ ǁage of less, oƌ ǀeƌǇ likelǇ 
significantly less, than £22,000 a year.  
 
The perception of the poverty and destitution of many people who live in Thanet forms 
aŶ iŶtegƌal paƌt of the ĐƌeatioŶ of this plaĐe as soŵethiŶg ͚otheƌ͛.  This ͚otheƌiŶg͛ ĐaŶ 
take the foƌŵ of the Đƌuel ͚PlaŶet ThaŶet͛ jiďe oƌ the ŵoƌe ƌestƌaiŶed talk aďout plaĐes 
haǀiŶg suffeƌed a ͚loss of aspiƌatioŶ͛ ;CeŶtƌe foƌ “oĐial JustiĐe, 2013 p.5). In either case 
theƌe is aŶ idea that ͚poǀeƌtǇ͛ is soŵethiŶg aďeƌƌaŶt oƌ eǀeŶ deǀiaŶt, aŶd Ŷot the ǁhollǇ 
inevitable consequence of economic, social, and cultural processes.   
 
Place 
315 
In Broken Images: A Marxist Approach to working with Life Stories  
The poverty of Thanet is, in certain analyses seen as being attributable to the moral 
shortcomings of the people who live there. This moral dimension to poverty is certainly 
present in, for example the report by the Centre for Social Justice which stresses the role 
of ǁhat it ƌatheƌ aŵďiguouslǇ ƌefeƌs to as ͚aspiƌatioŶ͛ in developing prosperity: 
 
there is a clear case for additional transport infrastructure, increased localism 
and renewed investment in struggling seaside towns. But prosperity will not 
spread unless people are given the aspiration, education and skills that they 
and the economy need... (p.7) 
 
Such formulations appear to suggest that poverty is in part attributable to a lack of 
aspiƌatioŶ. IŶ the aďoǀe ƋuotatioŶ it is also iŶdiĐated that aŶ eduĐatioŶ aŶd skills ͚defiĐit͛ 
are also part of the problem of areas such as Thanet.  In the Centre for Social Justice 
Report,  illicit drug use, teenage pregnancies, and the presence of resettled offenders 
are added into the list of problems faced by Margate.  All of the problems of Margate 
are offered as explanations for its failuƌe to attƌaĐt ͚pƌospeƌitǇ͛; the ƌeasoŶiŶg is that 
places are poor because they fail to attract wealth.  Poverty conceived in this way is 
explained and therefore almost justified by itself;  social ills are not caused by poverty, 
rather poverty is caused by the unattractive nature of social ills.  
 
In the six life stories which form the core of this thesis the narrators in their discussion of 
Thanet and place are continually negotiating ideas of poverty. In five of the life stories, 
those of the woŵeŶ, poǀeƌtǇ, oƌ at the ǀeƌǇ least ďeiŶg ͚haƌd up͛ had eǆeƌĐised a 
formative influence for extended periods of their lives. In three of the life stories 
͚ďaŶkƌuptĐǇ͛ looŵed laƌge. WoƌkiŶg ǁith adult liteƌaĐǇ leaƌŶeƌs iŶ Adult EduĐatioŶ oƌ 
Further Education in Thanet has meant that in their professional lives all six teachers 
have been in continual contact with people living in poverty. At this point it is interesting 
to consider how poverty and place are reflected in the life stories.  
 
 
Images of Thanet – Tracy Emin and Poverty Chic 
 
In her narrative Catherine made the joke (much appreciated by me) that anything which 
cheered up Thanet was to be welcomed, even if it involved a visit by Tracey Emin! In this 
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brief remark we can find much to comment on and behind it something of the 
experience of place. In the contemporary world. Tracey Emin is perhaps the best known 
daughter of Thanet. It is not easy to describe the nature of Emin͛s -Thanet. Most 
importantly Tracey is a weaver of autobiographical fiction elaborated at least in part 
ǁith the iŶteŶtioŶ of deǀelopiŶg heƌ ͚ĐeleďƌitǇ͛ as aŶ eŶfaŶt teƌƌiďle of the Bƌitish aƌt 
sĐeŶe. The ͚TƌaĐeǇ EŵiŶ͛ iŵage is of iŶteƌest heƌe foƌ the ƌole it plaǇs ǁithiŶ the 
construction of Thanet as a place and indeed the way in which Emin has utilised Thanet 
in the construction of her highly marketised identity. In various pronouncements Tracey 
Emin has employed a presentation of Thanet and especially Margate as an emblematic 
͚plaĐe͛ fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh to Đlaiŵ pƌoǀeŶaŶĐe. AŶ iŶǀestigatioŶ of the nature of the 
͚eŵďleŵatiĐ͛ iŶ EŵiŶ͛s disĐouƌse aďout ThaŶet takes us soŵe ǁaǇ to aŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg 
of how she contributes to the creation and utilisation of Thanet, and Margate as a place.   
 
The existence of Thanet as an emblem for Emin is important as what she has said about 
Margate has come to have wide currency if even if it is not universally accepted. In none 
of the long list of interviews given by Emin for national media is there ever a significant 
measure of disagreement between her and those conducting the interview over her 
description of Thanet. It might therefore be supposed that at least among the art critics 
of the ŶatioŶal ŵedia EŵiŶ͛s ThaŶet is a geŶeƌallǇ aĐĐepted poƌtƌaǇal. The stoƌies ǁhiĐh 
Emin tells about her Margate childhood are overwhelmingly, quite literally, sordid and 
sad episodes in which sexual abuse is mixed with other forms of violence. Reading 
EŵiŶ͛s autoďiogƌaphiĐal ͚“tƌaŶgelaŶd͛ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ puďlished ǁheŶ she ǁas iŶ heƌ eaƌlǇ foƌties  
a picture emerges of a middle aged woman still suffering from the consequences of 
what in what are presented as childhood experiences of neglect, hurt and iniquity. This 
is also the Đase ǁith heƌ seŵi autoďiogƌaphiĐal filŵ ͚Topspot͛ ;ϮϬϬϰͿ ǁhiĐh ǁas suďjeĐt 
to reviews which might euphemistically be described as fiercely critical.  
 
It ŵaǇ souŶd haƌsh ďut EŵiŶ͛s autoďiogƌaphǇ siŵultaŶeouslǇ ĐoŵďiŶes a stƌaŶge ŵiǆ of 
denunciation of the circumstances of her youth with a sense of indulgence in what 
appears to have been its awfulness.  Rather bizarrely both Emin and the majority of the 
correspondents who write about her art seem to consider misery, anomie, and extreme 
violence both sexual and physical, as being  integral part to working class life in general 
and in Thanet in particular. UŶdeƌ EŵiŶ͛s eŶtƌǇ foƌ the )aďludoǁiĐz Aƌt Tƌust ǁe aƌe told 
that heƌ ǁoƌk as aŶ aƌtist dƌaǁs ͚on her working class roots in Margate, Kent, the 
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evocative stories of Emin's youth and adulthood are held up as a mirror to our own 
pƌiǀate eǆpeƌieŶĐes͛ ;)aďludoǁicz  Collection, no date). This is significant as the 
Zabludowicz Art Trust, along with the Saatchi Gallery are major holders and promoters 
of EŵiŶ͛s aƌt ǁoƌk. The “aatĐhi GalleƌǇ itself desĐƌiďes EŵiŶ as ͚a ĐoŶsuŵŵate stoƌǇ 
telleƌ͛ ;“aatĐhi GalleƌǇ, Ŷo date). Both Charles Saatchi and Poju Zabludowicz are major 
donors to the Conservative Party to which Tracey Emin has now, in line with her 
sponsors, declared her support. This is significant as the art businesses of Zabludowicz 
and especially Saatchi are believed to use the media and advertising to promote the 
work and the personas of the artists in which they invest.  The persona of Emin is 
extremely important to both her and her sponsors as she is an artist to whom self 
promotion and publicity has been intrinsic.  By a strange twist Emin is also the most 
important interpreter of Thanet and especially Margate to a wider British public.  
 
‘eadiŶg EŵiŶ͛s ͚autoďiogƌaphǇ͛, ǁatĐhiŶg heƌ filŵs, aŶd ƌeadiŶg heƌ iŶteƌǀieǁs it is haƌd 
to hold on to the more nuanced and ͚huŵaŶe͛ ThaŶet ǁhiĐh is pƌeseŶt iŶ the life stoƌies 
told heƌe. Moƌe iŵpoƌtaŶtlǇ EŵiŶ͛s piĐtuƌe of ThaŶet is ǀeƌǇ siŵilaƌ to, aŶd has helped 
create, the dominant image of Thanet within British culture. Linden West has drawn 
attention to somewhat similar processes at work in the case of Stoke-on-Trent.  West 
offers a more nuanced alternative and rejects a simplified picture of miserableness 
which strips real places and people of much of the humanity and light which they 
somehow, despite their troubles, preserve (West, 2016). In the case of this project the 
determination on the part of all the literacy teachers to do what they thought was their 
best for their students stands in contrast to portrait of Thanet presented by Emin and 
others.  
 
The presentation of Thanet and Margate as her site of misery chic has been integral to 
the image of herself as an artist which Emin has developed. Those who speculatively 
iŶǀest iŶ EŵiŶ͛s aƌt happilǇ Đollude iŶ this pƌojeĐt as it leŶds heƌ ǁoƌk a speĐious 
intensity.  
 
Emin arrived somewhat late to the artistic fashion of writing with fluorescent light but 
the ǁoƌk ǁhiĐh she did pƌoduĐe iŶ this ŵediuŵ ǁas highlǇ ŵaƌketaďle.  TƌaĐeǇ͛s ŶeoŶ 
works were renditions of phrases  or words which are in reality no more profound or 
ŵeaŶiŶgful thaŶ those used to deĐoƌate ͚‘efƌesheƌs͛ sǁeets . ͚I doŶ͛t ďelieǀe iŶ loǀe ďut 
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I ďelieǀe iŶ Ǉou͛ saǇs oŶe ͚You loǀed ŵe like a distaŶt staƌ͛ saǇs aŶotheƌ.  IŶ soŵe EŵiŶ 
uses ďad laŶguage iŶ a shoǁ  of ͚edgiŶess͛; eǆĐlaŵatioŶs suĐh as ͚FuĐk off aŶd die Ǉou 
slag͛ oƌ the sǇŶtaĐtiĐallǇ puzzliŶg ͚Ǉouƌ Ŷaŵe tƌǇ ĐuŶt iŶteƌŶatioŶal͛ aƌe iŶteŶded to 
shock.  In 2010 Emin presented a neon to Margate, this was then installed on the sea 
fƌoŶt. It Đaƌƌied the legeŶd ͚I Ŷeǀeƌ stopped loǀiŶg Ǉou͛. 
 
WheŶ takeŶ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of EŵiŶ͛s ƌelatioŶship to the toǁŶ of heƌ Ǉouth the sigŶ 
appeaƌs to haǀe to haǀe a degƌee of aƌtistiĐ depth. TƌaĐeǇ͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to Maƌgate 
does not transcend the egocentric but this particular work does achieve a quality lacking 
in her other neon work. Its achievement is very similar to something the critic Robert 
Hughes ideŶtified iŶ the ǀeƌǇ ďest ǁoƌk of AŶdǇ Waƌhol, ǁhiĐh he said attaiŶed a ͚laĐk of 
ƌelatiǀe shalloǁŶess͛ ;Hughes, 1982). 
 
Catherine, and Hannah are slightly older than Emin but not so much as to be from a 
different generation and Grace is a more or less exact contemporary of the now not 
quite so youthful ͚Young British Artist͛. Hannah never mentioned Emin except in general 
terms although they share certain key experiences. Emin tells us that her family like that 
of Hannah owned a bed and breakfast hotel close to Margate Sands. It is also interesting 
that when Emin was an infant her family moved from South London to Margate part of 
the same exodus as that which Hannah and Graces families joined.   As has been said it is 
Ŷot easǇ to gauge the ŵeasuƌe of tƌuth iŶ EŵiŶ͛s stoƌǇ of heƌ Ǉouth ďut giǀeŶ heƌ age 
and her description of where she claims to have grown up she should have been a fairly 
close contemporary of Hannah, Grace, and Catherine.   
 
 
Place, Space and Relationships: Between Stories  
 
So far in this chapter we have looked at several views or impressions of Thanet. These 
might be taken together as a type of collage in which one impression is juxtaposed or 
supeƌiŵposed upoŶ otheƌs ďuildiŶg aŶ eǀeƌ ŵoƌe Đoŵpleǆ piĐtuƌe of ThaŶet as a ͚plaĐe͛. 
We haǀe so faƌ gliŵpsed at T.“ Eliot, HaŶŶah͛s ŵotheƌ, Đapital floǁs aŶd pƌospeƌitǇ, 
poǀeƌtǇ, housiŶg estates, aŶd TƌaĐeǇ EŵiŶ͛s Maƌgate.  
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The complexity of understanding place was very evident in the way that in Graces 
account images of the world outside ThaŶet pop up agaiŶ ŵuĐh lateƌ iŶ heƌ life. GƌaĐe͛s 
early trips to Coulsdon helped create her understanding of Thanet as a place without the 
range of ethnicities visible in London. Years later on learning that she had become 
pregnant and approaching single motherhood with trepidation the image of the washing 
drying in public view came back to haunt Grace. What is strange here is the way in 
GƌaĐe͛s life ďeiŶg tuƌŶed upside doǁŶ is assoĐiated ǁith aŶ iŵage of aŶotheƌ plaĐe.  
 
The very short portrayal of the regional geography of the Isle of Thanet sketched 
something of the end of the mass holiday industry and gave a very brief portrayal of the 
faded glories of Thanet. Despite the unavoidable brevity and therefore shallowness of 
these impressions they too make a contribution to the collage of place. 
 
The process of reflection on the lives of the six teachers in this project and how they 
relate to the place in which they live and work is not simple. Place emerges as something 
with many dimensions, something which is created from many different standpoints, 
something which can be analysed and appreciated in many different ways. This 
ŵultidiŵeŶsioŶalitǇ aŶd ĐoŵpleǆitǇ lies at the heaƌt of HeŶƌi Lefeďǀƌe͛s ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of 
space as presented in his ͚The PƌoduĐtioŶ of “paĐe͛ ;1974).  
 
In all the life stories it was evident that the narrators all believed that their lives had 
ďeeŶ iŶflueŶĐed aŶd ǁe ŵight saǇ ͚affeĐted͛  ďǇ the siŵple faĐt that these liǀes had at 
least iŶ paƌt ͚happeŶed͛ iŶ ThaŶet. It ǁould also ďe tƌue to say that all concerned had 
͚affeĐtioŶ͛ foƌ ThaŶet though it ǁas alǁaǇs teŵpeƌed ǁith otheƌ ĐoŶtƌastiŶg feeliŶgs. 
Among the people whose life stories are told here it would be difficult to draw together 
ŵoƌe thaŶ a half dozeŶ ͚plaĐe͛ ƌelated theŵes ǁhich are present in all six stories.  
Though place itself as expressed in the life stories plays a significant part in them all. The 
complexity and the multifarious nature of place mean that its presence in the life stories 
arises in different forms and guises. There are relatively few aspects of place which find 
iteration in each and every story.  
 
The first theme present in the stories of all those interviewed was the belief  that in the 
past Thanet had been a more prosperous place than it was today, it might well be 
argued that this impression is rather more stark in memory than in reality. In interviews 
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with older people which are not part of this study I have been told that in the post war 
years and after there most certainly was extreme poverty in Thanet. The first of these 
interviews was with a man who had taught in a secondary modern school in the 1950s 
ǁho ƌeĐalled that he ǁas shoĐked to see ͚pooƌ ĐhildƌeŶ iŶ aŶ aƌea ǁith ŵoŶeǇ͛. This 
teaĐheƌ had hiŵself gƌoǁŶ up iŶ dƌeadful poǀeƌtǇ iŶ LoŶdoŶ͛s East EŶd. The second 
interview was with a retired miner who had moved to the East Kent coalfield as a young 
man in the 1960s. This miner had lived in rented room in the West Cliff area of Ramsgate 
ǁheŶ he fiƌst aƌƌiǀed aŶd  ƌeĐalled his shoĐk at seeiŶg ͚kids plaǇiŶg footďall iŶ ďaƌe feet͛ 
so as to preserve their shoes.   
 
A second theme most of the teachers would subscribe to would be the prevalence of 
strange or unsavoury people in certain areas of Thanet. These undesirables might be re-
housed ex-prisoners, mental health patieŶts, ͚KosoǀaŶs͛, ͚“loǀakiaŶs͛ oƌ ͚BlaĐk dƌug 
gaŶgs͛. Fƌoŵ the poiŶt of ǀieǁ of this Đhapteƌ the iŶteƌestiŶg theŵe is that the 
pƌepoŶdeƌaŶĐe of uŶdesiƌaďles Đoŵe fƌoŵ ͚outside͛. This ĐoŶtƌiďutes to a thiƌd theŵe 
which is the idea of Thanet as a ͚duŵpiŶg gƌouŶd͛ foƌ outside goǀeƌŶŵeŶt ageŶĐies. 
There is not space to explore the complexities of these views. To simply label such views 
as ͚ƌaĐist͛ oƌ soŵethiŶg siŵilaƌ does Ŷot adǀaŶĐe the disĐussioŶ at all. NoŶe of the 
people in this project indicated in any way that they sympathised with the political right 
or extreme right, though these trends have significant support throughout Thanet and 
UKIP is pƌoďaďlǇ the ďiggest politiĐal paƌtǇ oŶ ͚the islaŶd͛.   
 
A fourth theme would be the lack of any real expectation of the long promised economic 
͚ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ of ThaŶet͛. IŶdeed theƌe is a Ŷeaƌ uŶiǀeƌsal eǆpeĐtatioŶ iŶ ThaŶet that 
things will get worse or that anything happening in Thanet is likely to fail, or at least to 
disappoint. This even extends to such obviously successful projects as the Turner 
Contemporary Gallery in Margate. The gallery is an undoubted success and enjoys a 
good reputation among gallery goers. It is also financially viable. Thanet District Council 
in pushing for the gallery argued that it ǁould lead to the ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ͛ of 
Margate. Such an impossibly high expectation has led to a venture which is very much a 
success in its own right being viewed as a failure by many. A similar fate awaited the re-
opeŶed ͚DƌeaŵlaŶd͛ aŵuseŵent park.  
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Taken together these themes begin to draw a very few lines of the outline sketch of 
ǁhat ThaŶet as a plaĐe ŵeaŶs iŶ the life stoƌies pƌeseŶted heƌe. ͚PlaĐe͛ ďƌiŶgs togetheƌ 
ideas as disparate as memory, history, myth, topography, architecture, social class, 
identity and public transport. Place is created in the dialectical interrelationship of these 
things and many others.  
 
 
The Production of Place 
By any standard Henri Lefebvre͛s ͚The PƌoduĐtioŶ of “paĐe͛ ;1974) is a difficult book. The 
reader would search iŶ ǀaiŶ foƌ a staŶdaƌd tǇpe defiŶitioŶ of the teƌŵ ͚spaĐe͛ itself.  This 
is hardly surprising given that Lefebvre worked within a Marxist tradition which saw 
dialectics not only as a form of understanding but as the mode of existence of not only 
all that is social, cultural, and mental but also the material world itself. For Lefebvre 
there can no more be a finished definition of space, than there can be a definition of 
͚Đapital͛ foƌ Maƌǆ.  Both Maƌǆ aŶd Lefeďǀƌe aƌe lookiŶg at pƌoĐesses aŶd ƌelatioŶships 
which can exist only as they continue to evolve.   
 
Eaƌlieƌ the ͚ĐƌitiĐisŵ͛ of Maƌǆ foƌ Ŷeǀeƌ haǀiŶg pƌoǀided a defiŶitioŶ of ͚Đlass͛  ǁas 
rejected on the grounds that pretty well everything Marx wrote could be seen as a 
contribution towards such a definitioŶ. The saŵe ŵight ďe said of Maƌǆ͛s appƌoaĐh to 
͚Capital͛ iŶasŵuĐh as at those poiŶts ǁheƌe he appeaƌs to Đoŵe Đlosest to pƌoǀidiŶg a 
definition this invariably proves to be not the finishing but the starting point. Marx saw 
Đapital Ŷot as a ͚thiŶg͛ suĐh as ŵoŶeǇ, gold oƌ ͚pƌopeƌtǇ͛ ďut esseŶtiallǇ as ƌelatioŶships. 
At ŵaŶǇ poiŶts Maƌǆ eǆplaiŶs hoǁ Đapital ĐaŶŶot eǆist ǁithout ͚laďouƌ͛ oƌ ͚the 
pƌoletaƌiat͛ oƌ ͚ǁage slaǀeƌǇ͛ oƌ iŶ ǁhateǀeƌ otheƌ guise iŶ ǁhiĐh its aŶtithesis appeaƌs.  
Here the problem of  definitions is posed quite clearly for those who seek to work with a 
dialectical approach. Where traditional definitions try to delimit, a dialectical 
investigation is drawn ever forward towards trying to understand things in their full 
interconnectedness. The work of  Marx or Henri Lefebvre are therefore inescapably 
complex even when clearly written. 
 
The dialeĐtiĐal appƌoaĐh iŶ ͚The PƌoduĐtioŶ of “paĐe͛ is at its ŵost eǀideŶt ǁheƌe 
Lefebvre approaches the analysis of concrete examples. Writing about the social 
ĐhaƌaĐteƌ of spaĐe Lefeďǀƌe ŵakes the poiŶt that it tǇpiĐallǇ has the ƋualitǇ of ͚ǀisiďilitǇ͛ 
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ďut that this does Ŷot ŵeaŶ that ǁhat he ƌefeƌs to as its ͚deĐipheƌaďilitǇ͛ is in any way 
straightforward. The social relations which have given rise to a particular manifestation 
of ͚spaĐe͛ ĐaŶŶot ďe uŶdeƌstood fƌoŵ the appeaƌaŶĐe.  
 
What can be said, for example, of a peasant dwelling? It embodies and implies 
particular social relations; it shelters a family – a particular family belonging to 
a particular country, a particular region, a particular soil; and it is a component 
part of a particular site and a particular countryside. No matter how 
preposterous or humble such a dwelling may be, it is as much a work as it is a 
product, even though it is invariably representative of a type. (1974, p.83) 
 
Two points may be made here. The first is to draw attention again to the dialectical 
Ŷatuƌe of Lefeďǀƌe͛s aƌguŵeŶt. The peasaŶt house ŵust ďe uŶdeƌstood iŶ teƌŵs of ͚the 
social character of space – those social relations that it implies, contains and 
dissiŵulates͛ ;ϭϵϳϰ, p.83).  Key to understanding the conception of space Lefebvre is 
puttiŶg foƌǁaƌd is the ŶotioŶ of its ďeiŶg Đƌeated thƌough a seƌies of ͚iŶteƌŶallǇ ƌelated͛ 
processes.  
 
The second point is that the fƌaŵeǁoƌk put foƌǁaƌd foƌ the ͚deĐipheƌiŶg͛ of a peasaŶt 
house might be adapted and adopted as a way of approaching the interpretation of  
plaĐe iŶ the pƌeseŶt studǇ. If a suďstitutioŶ is ŵade foƌ Lefeďǀƌe͛s peasaŶt house it is 
apparent that a dialectical approach to place starts to emerge. We might substitute an 
adult literacy classroom for the peasant house mentioned by Lefebvre.  This classroom 
embodies and implies a series of particular social relations; it contains adult literacy 
learners - a particular group with differing individual backgrounds but enough in 
common for them to have been brought to this particular classroom by the same, or at 
least broadly similar social processes. It is a classroom for a particular type of person 
engaging with literacy in a particular way, in a particular region, within a particular social 
and economic context. But this region exists as it does because it is in a relationship with 
a wider economy and culture. As a region within that wider entity it constitutes one of 
its parts but simultaneously it is a region because it has its own individual characteristics 
which mean it differs from the whole.  
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This Đhapteƌ ĐoŶĐeŶtƌates oŶ the idea of ͚plaĐe͛, Lefeďǀƌe͛s ǁoƌk is ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith 
͚spaĐe͛. The idea of ͚spaĐe͛ is ŵoƌe ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe thaŶ the idea of ͚plaĐe͛.  IŶ Lefeďǀƌe͛s 
work one of the problems he grapples with is the establishment of some type of limit to 
ǁhat ĐaŶ ďe desigŶated as ͚spaĐe͛. OŶĐe it is aĐĐepted that theƌe aƌe ŵeŶtal aŶd 
imaginative spaces, architecturally constructed spaces, natural spaces, cinematic spaces, 
aŶd so oŶ it ďeĐoŵes diffiĐult to thiŶk of aŶǇthiŶg ǁhiĐh ǁould Ŷot ďe ͚spaĐe͛. WheŶ the 
point is reached that everything can be seen as a form of space then the term risks 
losing its explanatory power. Place is a simpler notion than space for the reason that it is 
fixed at least in one dimension.    
 
Place must always refer to something with a physical existence and location. That is not 
at all to say that an exposition of place is limited to the material or physically spatial: 
quite the reverse is true. Place can only be understood when it is interwoven with 
narratives. The degree of uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of a plaĐe is pƌopoƌtioŶal to the ͚thiĐkŶess͛ 
(Geertz, 1973) of the description given to it.  The more rounded, the more complete and 
the ŵoƌe tƌuthful the Ŷaƌƌatiǀes aƌe foƌ aŶǇ paƌtiĐulaƌ plaĐe the ŵoƌe that ͚plaĐe͛  
ďeĐoŵes ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ in the sense in which that word is used by Marxists.  
 
PlaĐe ŵust alǁaǇs haǀe a loĐale. This is tƌue eǀeŶ if a ͚plaĐe͛ eǆists oŶlǇ iŶ the iŵagiŶaƌǇ, 
as iŶ the Đase HaƌdǇ͛s Wesseǆ, oƌ TolkieŶ͛s Middle Eaƌth.  IŶ the Đase of fiĐtioŶal plaĐes 
much of the success or failure of their creator is judged on their capacity to give life to 
these ͚siŵulatioŶs͛, to ŵake theŵ ƌeal iŶ the iŵagiŶatioŶ of the ƌeadeƌ. Most ŵeŶ aŶd 
Ŷot a feǁ ǁoŵeŶ ǁho atteŶded ĐhildƌeŶ͛s ŵatiŶee ĐiŶeŵas iŶ the ϭϵϳϬs deǀeloped a 
good working kŶoǁledge of hoǁ the soĐial ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶs of the ͚Wild West͛ ǁeƌe 
observed, who was good, who was bad, who should get the girl and who should not and 
ǁho Ŷeeded to ďe dealt ǁith iŶ a geŶoĐidal ŵaŶŶeƌ. The ĐiŶeŵatiĐ ͚Wild West͛, a plaĐe 
which never existed, came to be substituted in millions of minds, for a world and nations 
which had been destroyed.  
 
Places can only be apprehended through their being related to narratives. The typical 
way in which to present place is to start from a physical location and work outwards in 
terms of time and culture.  The adult literacy classroom mentioned above must have 
some type of physical and material embodiment. Starting from this place we can begin 
to understand it as we weave it into a story this process is started below for the 
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particular case of Hannah. Before Hannah participated in this project I had visited her 
Đlassƌooŵ to ͚offiĐiallǇ͛ oďseƌǀe heƌ teaĐh.  
 
It ŵight ďe ƌeŵeŵďeƌed that HaŶŶah taught foƌ aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ Ŷaŵed ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd 
CoƌƌeĐt͛. “he taught iŶ a laƌge ďut ǀeƌǇ oǀeƌĐƌoǁded ƌooŵ ǁithiŶ aŶ otheƌǁise disused 
office block. As a result of the vagaries of property ownership and rental agreements 
HanŶah͛s Đlassƌooŵ ǁas oŶ the thiƌd flooƌ of a siǆ stoƌeǇ ďuildiŶg.  WalkiŶg up the 
staircase to observe her lesson the building felt almost derelict. The staircase smelt 
stƌoŶglǇ of JeǇes fluid.  The ͚ƌeĐeptioŶist͛ sittiŶg at a desk at the eŶd of the Đoƌƌidor was 
impolite even aggressive towards me when I explained that I had come to meet with 
Hannah.  Hannah was called for, and when she arrived at reception it was pointed out to 
her that the lesson observation would not be allowed if she did not have permission 
fƌoŵ the ͚DiƌeĐtoƌ͛. We ǁeƌe ďoth told that I ǁould haǀe to put the ͚Visitoƌ͛ laŶǇaƌd 
around my neck and not carry it in my hand as I was doing.  Hannah explained that she 
had permission to be observed. I said that the lanyard was perfectly visible if I carried it. 
The receptionist told me that it was a rule that lanyards were worn around necks 
ďeĐause of ͚seĐuƌitǇ͛. OŶ the ǁalk fƌoŵ the ƌeĐeptioŶ to heƌ Đlassƌooŵ HaŶŶah 
apologised to ŵe foƌ the attitude of the ƌeĐeptioŶ desk aŶd eǆplaiŶed that ͚theǇ doŶ͛t 
like ŵe doiŶg a uŶiǀeƌsitǇ Đouƌse͛. 
 
HaŶŶah͛s ͚leaƌŶeƌs͛, foƌtǇ thƌee souls iŶ all, sat at gƌeǇ FoƌŵiĐa topped taďles. All ǁeƌe 
long term unemployed, three were women and I assumed that they must have felt 
deeply uncomfortable in the presence of so many men. Hannah had already told me 
that ŵaŶǇ of the ͚leaƌŶeƌs͛ had pƌoďleŵs ǁith dƌugs oƌ alĐohol, aŶd seǀeƌal had ŵeŶtal 
health pƌoďleŵs. All iŶ the Đlass had ďeeŶ ƌefeƌƌed to ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ďǇ the Joď 
CeŶtƌe, failuƌe to atteŶd led to ͚saŶĐtioŶs͛ aŶd the inevitable loss of benefits. When I 
entered the classroom a young man came to greet me, he had been a student in one of 
my classes several years before. He had attended literacy classes with his mother. He 
had been imprisoned for aggravated burglary aŶd ǁas Ŷoǁ atteŶdiŶg ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd 
CoƌƌeĐt͛ as a pƌoďatioŶ ĐoŶditioŶ. He ǀieǁed ŵe as aŶ old fƌieŶd I shook his haŶd though 
I was nervous of him. It was a cold afternoon but Hannah had opened the windows to 
͚fƌesheŶ͛ the aiƌ. I looked at HaŶŶah͛s lessoŶ plan it was well organised. I checked and 
saw that she had referenced it in the prescribed manner against the syllabus  of the 
͚Adult LiteƌaĐǇ Đoƌe ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ: iŶĐludiŶg spokeŶ ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ͛ ;Caŵďƌidge TƌaiŶiŶg 
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and Development, 2001) a copy of which she had handed me as part of the paperwork 
required for observations.  At the time we had been instructed that any failure to 
ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the ͚Đoƌe ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ͛ ǁould ŵeaŶ aŶ autoŵatiĐ failuƌe.  This ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ 
had a foreword written by the then Minister for Lifelong Learning, Malcolm Wicks MP.  
Below the photo of the minister there were four paragraphs extolling the utility of the 
syllabus. The opening paragraph alluded to Government policy towards adult literacy 
which contextualised it in terms of international competition and neo liberalism. The 
fiƌst seŶteŶĐe of the foƌeǁoƌd stated that ͚IŵpƌoǀiŶg the ŶatioŶ͛s liteƌaĐǇ aŶd ŶuŵeƌaĐǇ 
skills is oŶe of the GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s top pƌioƌities͛. ‘eĐoŵŵeŶded ‘eadiŶg oŶ HaŶŶah͛s 
had in some cases put forward a hopeful vision of the future of Lifelong Learning (Field, 
ϮϬϬϬͿ  ďut sittiŶg iŶ this Đlass I had ƌeŵeŵďeƌed NoƌŵaŶ FaiƌĐlough͛s eǆĐoƌiatiŶg 
disĐussioŶ of this tǇpe of disĐouƌse iŶ his ͚Neǁ Laďouƌ: Neǁ LaŶguage͛ ;ϮϬϬϬͿ . Theƌe 
was a clear foreboding that the optimistic vision would not win out.  I was sure that in 
Ŷot a siŶgle eǆaŵple of that fƌaĐtioŶ of the ͚ŶatioŶ͛ asseŵďled iŶ that Đlassƌooŵ ǁas 
there any immediate concern for British international competitiveness.  I tried to 
reconcile what Hannah was doing in this classroom with the world as New Labour 
imagined it.  Now, as I write this, I am thinking  in terms of place and the strange 
iŶteƌseĐtioŶ iŶ spaĐe ďetǁeeŶ the ǁoƌlds of  ͚The Thiƌd WaǇ͛ , Whitehall, aŶd ͚PƌeseŶt 
aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛.  
 
Hannah struggled to gain the atteŶtioŶ of ͚the leaƌŶeƌs͛ soŵe of ǁhoŵ ǁeƌe shaƌiŶg a 
joke ŵade at the eǆpeŶse of oŶe of theiƌ Ŷuŵďeƌ ǁho had aŶ ͚IƌoŶ Cƌoss͛ tattoo oŶ his 
neck. Whatever the joke, the man who was the butt of it was blushing and becoming 
angry.  Other students pointed to my presence in the classroom and insisted that they 
should all support their teacher. I realised that most of those present, whatever their 
feeling about what they were being made to do, felt it only proper to show respect to 
their teacher. As the admonished joke sharers looked my way I averted their gaze by 
lookiŶg oŶĐe ŵoƌe at MalĐolŵ WiĐks͛ foƌeǁoƌd to the sǇllaďus.  OŶe paƌtiĐulaƌ 
paragraph caught my attention: 
 
It provides teachers with a comprehensive framework to help identify and 
ŵeet eaĐh peƌsoŶ͛s iŶdividual learning needs, including examples of teaching 
strategies they can use. For learners, it will ensure that, no matter which type 
of course they choose or where the learning takes place, they can be confident 
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of a common approach and effective support. (Cambridge Training and 
Development, 2001 p. v.) 
 
I thought agaiŶ of NoƌŵaŶ FaiƌĐlough aŶd hoǁ he ǁould eŶjoǇ this eǆaŵple of ͚Neǁ 
Laďouƌ: Neǁ LaŶguage͛. Tǁo pƌoŵises ǁeƌe ďeiŶg ŵade. OŶ the oŶe haŶd the sǇllaďus 
was to be seen as a part of the process of ideŶtifǇiŶg ͚iŶdiǀidual Ŷeeds͛. OŶ the otheƌ 
haŶd it told us that its task ǁas to eŶsuƌe that ͚leaƌŶeƌs ... Ŷo ŵatteƌ ǁhiĐh tǇpe of 
Đouƌse theǇ Đhoose oƌ ǁheƌe the leaƌŶiŶg takes plaĐe͛, ǁould eǆpeƌieŶĐe ͚a ĐoŵŵoŶ͛ 
approach.  
 
Hannah had to move around the classroom at pace as she was answering many queries 
fƌoŵ studeŶts aŶd it ǁas eǀideŶt that she had to ďe ͚oŶ top͛ of soŵe iŶdiǀiduals oƌ theǇ 
would become disruptive. Because of the numbers in the small room students had to 
move their chairs to allow her to move around. Even within these confines the three 
women who were sitting together maintained the maximum space they could manage 
between themselves and the men.  
 
Somehow Hannah made the class work. The students completed worksheets which they 
could put into their files. There were no eruptions, no tears, and in some places there 
was even a satisfied hum of students getting on with their work.  
 
This ďƌief aĐĐouŶt of ŵǇ ǀisit to HaŶŶah͛s Đlassƌooŵ has ďeeŶ ƌeĐoŶstƌuĐted fƌoŵ the 
notes I made of the observation. Little of what is here was discussed with Hannah when 
ǁe ǁeŶt thƌough the post oďseƌǀatioŶ disĐussioŶ. TodaǇ ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ Ŷo loŶgeƌ 
exists its owners absconded with a considerable amount of money leaving unpaid bills 
and salaries.  At one time the organisation had received huge praise from Charles Clark 
as he held it up as aŶ eǆaŵple of the ͚effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ of ͚pƌiǀate pƌoǀideƌs͛. The offiĐe ďloĐk 
ǁhiĐh housed ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ is Ŷoǁ still uŶoĐĐupied. The last tiŵe I looked theƌe 
was a sŵall ďusiŶess, ĐoŵpletelǇ uŶƌelated to ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁoƌkiŶg out of 
offiĐes oŶ the fouƌth flooƌ. GoŶe too is the ͚Adult LiteƌaĐǇ Đoƌe ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ: iŶĐludiŶg 
spokeŶ ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ͛ ;Caŵďƌidge TƌaiŶiŶg aŶd DeǀelopŵeŶt, 2001). Malcolm Wicks 
died of cancer in 2012 he had emerged from the parliamentary expenses scandals of 
later years with an enhanced reputation and had transferred his parliamentary career 
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from the area of Lifelong Learning to Energy. At the time of his death he was a Privy 
Councillor.  
 
Neither I nor Hannah now know anything of the thirty nine men and three women 
ǁhose ͚iŶdiǀidual leaƌŶiŶg Ŷeeds͛ ǁeƌe to ďe addƌessed iŶ that ͚plaĐe͛ oŶ that afteƌŶooŶ 
in Ramsgate a few hundred yards from the house where Jenny von Westphalen spent 
her last summer with her daughter Jenny. 
 
Fƌoŵ these eleŵeŶts a seŶse of ͚plaĐe͛ is Đƌeated foƌ ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ aŶd foƌ 
HaŶŶah iŶ heƌ despeƌatioŶ to tƌǇ aŶd ŵake a ͚suĐĐess͛ of heƌ teaĐhiŶg ƌole. HopefullǇ 
fƌoŵ lookiŶg at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ the plaĐe it is possible to see it as a moment in 
HaŶŶah͛s life stoƌǇ;  a ŵoŵeŶt ǁhiĐh ĐaŶ oŶlǇ ďe uŶdeƌstood ďǇ loĐatiŶg that plaĐe aŶd 
tiŵe ǁithiŶ a ǁideƌ ͚LefeďǀƌiaŶ͛ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the spaĐe iŶ ǁhiĐh the ŵoŵeŶt 
happened.  
 
Like all other forms of space, place must have a meaning. In the above description of 
͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ĐeƌtaiŶ eleŵeŶts of ǁhat ǁeŶt iŶto ͚the ŵeaŶiŶg͛ of ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd 
CoƌƌeĐt ͚as a plaĐe at that paƌtiĐulaƌ tiŵe ǁeƌe giǀeŶ pƌeĐedeŶĐe oǀeƌ otheƌs. I Ŷoǁ 
know for example that Hannah felt that it was completely unfair that she was observed 
in such an unfortunate teaching situation, she had expected to fail the observation for 
all ŵaŶŶeƌ of ƌeasoŶs ǁhiĐh ǁeƌe ďeǇoŶd heƌ ĐoŶtƌol. IŶ the eǀeŶt she ƌeĐeiǀed a ͚Good͛ 
on the strength of having done a reasonable job in a horrid situation. In the above 
description this aspect of the lesson observation an aspect of great importance to 
Hannah, was ignored in favour of things which in other accounts might be considered 
completely trivial, the smell of Jeyes fluid for example.  
 
The thƌee ǁoŵeŶ iŶ the ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ Đlassƌooŵ ŵight also ďe a staƌtiŶg poiŶt 
for a reflection on place, gender, and class. Firstly and most obviously it can be stated 
that these ǁoŵeŶ felt ͚out of plaĐe͛. TheǇ ǁeƌe iŶ this Đlassroom because they, just like 
the men, had been unemployed for more than six months and when obliged to sit a 
computer based test they had failed to achieve the necessary score. These three women 
were working class and long term unemployed. For them the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd 
CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁas Đlass aŶd geŶdeƌ ďased. It ǁould Ŷot ďe faŶĐiful to assuŵe that theǇ felt 
uneasy, even vulnerable, in the classroom. This vulnerability was probably not an issue 
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of peƌsoŶal safetǇ ďut it ǁas defiŶitelǇ a pƌoďleŵ of ͚ideŶtitǇ͛. EǀeŶ as aŶ oďseƌǀeƌ I 
fouŶd ŵǇself ǁoŶdeƌiŶg aloŶg the liŶes of ͚What haǀe these ǁoŵeŶ doŶe to deseƌǀe 
this?͛ The aŶsǁeƌ is faiƌlǇ stƌaightfoƌǁaƌd; these people had the ŵisfoƌtuŶe to ďe 
female, poor and unemployed in Thanet.  
 
Following Cƌessǁell ;ϮϬϬϰͿ the teƌŵ ͚aŶaĐhoƌisŵ͛ has ďeeŶ used iŶ this Đhapteƌ to 
deŶote soŵethiŶg ďeiŶg ͚out of plaĐe͛ oƌ iŶ a paƌtiĐulaƌ plaĐe as a ƌesult of aŶ eƌƌoƌ of 
some type. It is not a straightforward thing to say that these three women in this 
classroom is a case of anachorism. The bureaucratic and administrative procedures, the 
interviews and the online tests, the warning letters, the registers, and the reports which 
delivered these women to this classroom were all designed to eliminate error and to 
ensure that these women were properly processed. These bureaucratic procedures 
ǁeƌe also ĐoŶstitutiǀe of these ǁoŵeŶ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe of Đlass aŶd ideŶtitǇ.   
 
Applied to the case of these three women and the particular place they were in we find 
that a consideration of how simultaneously they were, and were not, anachorate is also 
an aspect of how place relates to gender. How place is experienced is dialectically linked 
to gender and of course the converse is also important in that the experience of gender 
is also linked to place.  
 
As would be expected the theme of how to relate gender to place and space is a central 
concern in the work of feminist geographers. Doreen Massey (2004, p. 144) makes the 
point that historically places which played a part in the generation and legitimation of 
science and knowledge were also places which created and maintained differences of 
gender: 
 
...the spatial history of these places enfold... through Western history they 
have been part and parcel of the struggle around the creation of intelligible 
geŶdeƌs, of ĐeƌtaiŶ foƌŵs of ͚ŵasĐuliŶe͛ aŶd ͚feŵiŶiŶe͛. Oǀeƌ aŶd oǀeƌ agaiŶ 
the establishment of these places was bound up with the distinction of genders 
and the expulsion of women. (p.144) 
 
MasseǇ͛s poiŶt is ǁell ŵade ďut ǁhat ǁas happeŶiŶg at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁas 
different in that as places of learning go it was far from a prestigious place. The point has 
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ďeeŶ ŵade that iŶ ŵaŶǇ ǁaǇs the foƌĐed ͚eduĐatioŶ͛ of the loŶg teƌŵ uŶeŵploǇed iŶ 
͚LiteƌaĐǇ, ŶuŵeƌaĐǇ aŶd ICT͛ has takeŶ oŶ the form of a 21st century adaptation of the 
pooƌ house. Foƌ these ǁoŵeŶ to ďe iŶĐluded at ͚PƌeseŶt aŶd CoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁas a ͚geŶdeƌed͛ 
part of their punishment for being who they were. Being simultaneously in a place 
where they had to be and should not have been was a part of their oppression.  
 
In all of the life stories told in this project there is a more or less strong idea of the 
changing nature of places where literacy teaching happened or still does happen. In 
these cases little attention is paid to the physical aspects of ͚plaĐe͛. PlaĐe is 
overwhelmingly described in terms of the practices which happen there.  
 
CatheƌiŶe͛s stoƌǇ has a stƌoŶg theŵe ďuilt aƌouŶd the ĐhaŶges iŶ the Adult EduĐatioŶ 
centre where she worked. For example Catherine talked about the doing away with the 
initial personal interview for adult literacy learners and how it was eventually replaced 
with a standardised online test. This change in the practice of Adult Education was 
introduced as part of the new policies which Malcolm Wicks described as identifying and 
ŵeetiŶg ͚eaĐh peƌsoŶ͛s iŶdiǀidual leaƌŶiŶg Ŷeeds͛. IŶ a siŵilaƌ ǁaǇ CatheƌiŶe desĐƌiďed 
the unworkable new lesson plans which in her opinion required far too much detail.  
 
IŶ Paul͛s life stoƌǇ the theŵe of the ͚pƌe͛ ǀeƌsus the ͚post͛ iŶĐoƌpoƌation college is to the 
fore. Yet this too takes the form of a discussion of place. Even when he was discussing 
the tardiness of the employers in sending his confirmation letter of a job offer in the 
eaƌlǇ ϭϵϳϬs Paul had ƌeŵaƌked iŶ ϮϬϭϮ  aďout ͚this plaĐe is doesŶ͛t ĐhaŶge, theǇ left it to 
the last ŵiŶute theŶ just as theǇ do Ŷoǁ͛.  IŶĐideŶtallǇ lookiŶg oǀeƌ the life stoƌies heƌe 
Paul Beer is the only person who talked about changes in the physical fabric of the 
workplace, changes which he thought were improvements. Paul also talked about how 
in the past there had been more time available; he mentioned time having been 
available for the planning of courses, for lunch hour, or for library sessions. 
 
The theŵe of ͚tiŵe͛ aŶd espeĐiallǇ its ĐoŵpƌessioŶ has alƌeady been discussed in the 
chapter on managerialism. It is remarkable to now look back over all of the life stories 
and to see how the experiences of place and time are related. Overwhelmingly all the 
teachers talk about the compression of time, being required to do more in a reduced 
compass of time is the unanimous view of all. But as a part of this compression the 
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teachers are under continual pressure to produce ever more detailed accounts of how 
their time is used. The lesson plans are a most obvious example but there are other 
interesting and perhaps less obvious issues of time. All the teachers in this project are 
uŶdeƌ pƌessuƌe to eŶsuƌe that theǇ ͚aĐhieǀe͛ ŵiŶiŵuŵ pass ƌates foƌ theiƌ studeŶts. 
These increased levels of passes are to be achieved within the same or reduced time 
frames as operated previously. To be required to achieve more in the same time is itself 
a form of time compression.  
 
As with other areas looked at in this project the life stories have provided a platform 
from which to investigate themes which arise from the stories themselves. In the case of 
place this has been particularly rewarding.  The last few paragraphs of this chapter will 
atteŵpt to suŵ up soŵethiŶg of ǁhat has eŵeƌged iŶ ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ ǁith ͚plaĐe͛ aŶd to set 
out the final argument that in any instance place has the potential, in terms of its 
apprehension, to be inexhaustible.   
 
We haǀe alƌeadǇ seeŶ that iŶ ͚The WastelaŶd͛ Eliot ŵeŶtioŶs Maƌgate “aŶds iŶ 
juxtaposition with  snippets of banal conversation, allusions to classical history, the 
timeless figure of Tiresius, images from the Tarot pack, scenes from Shakespeare plays 
aŶd ŵuĐh ŵoƌe. The ƌeadeƌ of ͚The WastelaŶd͛ tƌǇiŶg to see hoǁ the diffeƌeŶt eleŵeŶts 
relate one to the others is left with the sense of the poem achieving a type of endless 
depth. IŶ ŵǇ oǁŶ ƌeadiŶg of the poeŵ I haǀe alǁaǇs felt feaƌ iŶ the liŶes ͚I ƌead, ŵuĐh of 
the Ŷight,  aŶd go south iŶ the ǁiŶteƌ͛ ;liŶe ϭϴͿ though I aŵ Ŷot suƌe ǁhǇ this is so, the 
words alone do not justify this unease. In his artistry Eliot knew much, if not everything 
about the effects his work would evoke.  On trips to Margate I almost always pass by the 
shelter in which Eliot sat. It is certainly not a grand place. The knowledge that the poet 
sat in this shelter conjuring powerful and sweeping images in poetic space very 
defiŶitelǇ affeĐts hoǁ this shelteƌ is uŶdeƌstood as a ͚plaĐe͛. Feǁ of the people passiŶg 
this shelter know much about T.S. Eliot even among those who do know something of 
his poetry he is not always held in high regard. In each case and for each person the 
shelter will have a different meaning as a place.  
 
For each of the teachers in these life stories Ramsgate, Margate, Thanet, their 
classrooms, and their homes mean different things as places, but not completely 
different things. The sharing of the meanings or the shared understanding which is much 
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the same thing, of different places is an important part of the complex of processes by 
which the social is constructed. The regularities and irregularities of these meanings and 
understandings contribute to the experience of class, gender, age, and identity.  It is 
perhaps time to offer some conclusions. In the spirit of dialectics these conclusionscan 
only be points of departure but hopefully they some merit. 
 
Life stoƌies aƌe iŶsepaƌaďle fƌoŵ ͚plaĐe͛. A life ŵust happeŶ soŵeǁheƌe Ŷot oŶlǇ iŶ 
physical, but also in social and cultural space. The social and cultural relationships which 
happen in these places are mostly the same as those which shape the lives that are lived 
theƌeiŶ. IŶ a Đlass soĐietǇ these soĐial aŶd Đultuƌal ƌelatioŶships giǀe a ͚Đlass͛ shape to 
the experience of place. Places which have a physical, social, and cultural dimension also 
have a history; they have an existence prior to our experiencing them and our 
experience of them as places is shaped by that history.  
 
In a previous chapter mention was made of how critics of Marxism sometimes held up 
the crudity of some types of analysis in order to justify throwing the baby out with the 
ďathǁateƌ. The Đƌude diĐhotoŵǇ of ͚ďase͛ aŶd ͚supeƌstƌuĐtuƌe͛ iŶteƌaĐtiŶg iŶ a 
mechanical form was one of the points on which this critique would take place.   
Without doubt there were and still are people who continue with this rudimentary 
appƌoaĐh iŶ the ďelief that is ͚Maƌǆist͛. To Đlaiŵ that ͚ŵateƌial life͛, the ͚ƌepƌoduĐtioŶ of 
a paƌtiĐulaƌ soĐietǇ͛ oƌ the ͚ŵode of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ haǀe a deteƌŵiŶiŶg ƌole iŶ stƌuĐtuƌiŶg 
social life does not need to imply a crude approach. In the Marxism of Henri Lefebvre it 
is possible to see the complexity which his materialist philosophy demands. Thinking of 
the ƌole of ͚plaĐe͛ iŶ the lives of the six teachers here something of that complexity 
certainly emerges. As Lefebvre puts it: 
 
The places of social space ... are not simply juxtaposed; they may be 
intercalated, combined, superimposed – they may even sometimes collide. 
Consequently the local (or punctual), in the sense of determined by a particular 
͚poiŶt͛Ϳ does Ŷot disappeaƌ foƌ it is Ŷeǀeƌ aďsoƌďed ďǇ the ƌegioŶal, ŶatioŶal, 
or even worldwide level.  (Lefebvre, 1991, p.88) 
 
The usefulŶess of the iŶteƌpeŶetƌatioŶ of these ͚spaĐes͛ for life story work is paramount. 
Indeed the argument has been made in this project that life story work has at its core 
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the study of working out from the individual lives towards the social, or working from 
the social to the level of the individual lives. This was certainly a project which Lefebvre 
ǁould haǀe suppoƌted. IŶ his afteƌǁoƌd to ͚The PƌoduĐtioŶ of “paĐe͛ Daǀid HaƌǀeǇ dƌaǁs 
atteŶtioŶ to hoǁ ͚Lefeďǀƌe iŶsists that life should ďe led as a pƌojeĐt aŶd that the oŶlǇ  
intellectual and political project that ŵakes seŶse is a  life͛ ;HaƌǀeǇ, 1991, p. 431). In fact 
folloǁiŶg Lefeďǀƌe ǁe ŵight ǀieǁ a life itself as a ǀaƌietǇ of soĐial ͚spaĐe͛ aŶd it is this 
which makes it study important; 
 
The principle of the interpenetration and superimposition of social spaces has 
one very helpful result, for it means that each fragment of space subjected to 
analysis masks not just one social relationship but a host of them which 
analysis can potentially disclose. (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 88) 
 
A ͚life͛ is just suĐh a fƌagŵeŶt.  
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Concluding Comments 
 
 
In the fields with which we are concerned, knowledge comes only in lightning flashes. 
The text is the long roll of thunder that follows. 
Walter Benjamin, Convolutes N, The Arcades Project.  
 
 
The title of this Đhapteƌ is ͚CoŶĐludiŶg CoŵŵeŶts͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ the ŵoƌe fiŶal 
͚CoŶĐlusioŶ͛. Theƌe aƌe tǁo pƌiŶĐiple ƌeasoŶs foƌ this. The fiƌst is that the ŵode of ďoth 
life story work and Marxism eschews the idea of a definite conclusion, there is always 
more to do, more to say, and more to explore. In life story work conclusions are 
pƌoǀisioŶal Ŷot ƌepƌeseŶtiŶg ͚the eŶd͛ ďut ŵeƌelǇ the plaĐes at ǁhiĐh ǁe Đhoose to 
pause or to break off.  
 
A seĐoŶd ƌeasoŶ foƌ pƌefeƌƌiŶg ͚ĐoŶĐludiŶg ĐoŵŵeŶts͛ is fuƌtheƌ deǀeloped in this 
chapter; Marxism as a philosophical system and, in my opinion, life story research are 
best seen as having at their core the study of dialectical relationships.  It is in the 
nature of such relations that they are never settled or, in fact neǀeƌ ͚ĐoŶĐluded͛.  
 
Earlier in this thesis various attempts were made to describe how this constrained 
indeterminacy (or if preferred unconstrained determinacy) works. The example was 
given of the way in which the movement of fluids is constrained, or determined, by the 
laws of fluid dynamics. Although the flow of all fluids is constrained by these laws 
every single water course in existence is unique. Much the same type of dialectic 
relationship between the determined and the undetermined is at work in life history. 
The ideas of agency and structure appear to be mutually exclusive if they are viewed as 
separate from one another. This gives rise to what are typically jejune arguments 
counter posing structure and agency as opposite. Viewed as two vectors of a dialectical 
relationship within the life of a human being, they begin to make sense. As Marx put it 
this way when exploring the same problem of structure and agency: 
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Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they 
do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under 
circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. 
(Marx, 1852/1966, p.394)  
 
This statement is at first glance quite straightforward, but the dialectical relationship of 
structure and agency and the way in which they pull each other around gives rise to 
patterns so complex that an exploration of the ways in which they condition each other 
ĐaŶ Ŷeǀeƌ ďe ĐoŶĐluded. HeŶĐe this is the seĐoŶd ƌeasoŶ foƌ ͚CoŶĐludiŶg CoŵŵeŶts͛ 
rather thaŶ a ͚CoŶĐlusioŶ͛.   
 
The ƋuestioŶ set eaƌlieƌ iŶ this pƌojeĐt ǁas ͚Hoǁ ĐaŶ Maƌǆisŵ aŶd life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk ďe 
ďƌought togetheƌ͛?  Theƌe ĐaŶŶot ďe a Ŷeat aŶd siŵple aŶsǁeƌ to this ƋuestioŶ aŶǇ 
ŵoƌe thaŶ theƌe ĐaŶ a stƌaightfoƌǁaƌd aŶsǁeƌ to the ƋuestioŶ ͚ǁhat is Đlass?͛ oƌ ͚ǁhat 
is Đapital͛.  A siŵple aŶsǁeƌ to suĐh ƋuestioŶs ĐaŶŶot Đaptuƌe hoǁ soŵethiŶg eǆists iŶ 
all its social, cultural and historic concatenations.  In other words, a straightforward 
dictionary type definition cannot begin to capture the forms in which the things to be 
defined exist in the real world.  In the particular case of the relationship of life story 
work to Marxism, the impossibility of an answer lies in the indeterminacy of the things 
ǁhiĐh aƌe ďeiŶg ďƌought togetheƌ. ͚IŶdeteƌŵiŶaĐǇ͛ here refers to a form of open-
endedness; it is not possible to state simply that Marxism and life story work can be 
brought together in a set number of ways.  
 
Something of the nature of the complex relationship between Marxism and the study 
of life stoƌies ǁill ďe eǀideŶt if ǁe take the ĐoŶĐept of alieŶatioŶ as it appeaƌs iŶ Maƌǆ͛s 
work, and how it manifests itself in the life stories studied here. What is evident is that 
alienation firstly exists in real lives. If we wish to begin to understand alienation, we 
must start from its existence in real lives. Alienation is not the visitation of a theory of 
alienation upon those lives.  
 
A Marxist understanding of alienation is not something which is imposed on reality 
from outside so to speak, the concept of alienation is formed from reflection on what 
happens in real lives, it is a way of understanding part of the experience of real people. 
The explanatory or analytical power of the concept of alienation resides in its capacity 
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to capture, interpret and conceptualise things which really happen. In several places in 
this thesis ŵeŶtioŶ has ďeeŶ ŵade of Liz “taŶleǇ͛s diĐtuŵ ǁhiĐh holds that, ͚if 
structural analyses do not work at the level of particular lives then they do not work at 
all͛ ;ϭϵϵϮ, p. ϱͿ. The ĐoŶǀeƌse of this is eƋuallǇ tƌue, theoƌies ǁhiĐh seek to pƌeseŶt 
generalising concepts of what might be common to lives can only proceed from these 
particular lives.  This takes us ďaĐk to Goethe͛ s ideas aďout ͚uƌphaŶoŵeŵ͛ aŶd the 
postulate that: 
 
What is general?  
The individual case 
What is specific?  
Millions of cases 
(Goethe 1833, Reflection 558) 
 
Goethe͛s aphoƌisŵ ŵight ďe seeŶ as a suĐĐiŶĐt ďut ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe justifiĐatioŶ foƌ life 
story work itself.  
 
 
Marxism as the philosophy of materialist dialectics  
In the course of this project what has emerged for me is that the original posing of the 
problem as being one of how to bring together life story work and Marxism served as a 
staƌtiŶg poiŶt, ďut as ǁith so ŵaŶǇ ͚ƌeseaƌĐh ƋuestioŶs͛ the suĐĐess of the pƌoĐess of 
investigation can be measured in the extent to which the inadequacies of the original 
question were revealed.   The idea of bringing together two things, in this case, life 
stoƌies aŶd ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛, Đaƌƌies aŶ iŵpliĐatioŶ that these thiŶgs aƌe aĐtuallǇ sepaƌaďle. 
Marx was famously partial to the remark attributed to the classical Greek philosopher 
Publius Terentius Afer ;usuallǇ ƌefeƌƌed to iŶ EŶglish siŵplǇ as ͚TeƌeŶĐe͛Ϳ, ͚Homo sum, 
humani nihil a me alienum puto", ǁhiĐh is soŵetiŵes tƌaŶslated iŶto EŶglish as ͚I aŵ 
huŵaŶ, aŶd ŶothiŶg of that ǁhiĐh is huŵaŶ is alieŶ to ŵe.͛ For the purpose of what is 
argued here it might be said that there is nothing in life story work alien to Marxism, 
nor is there anything in Marxism alien to life stories. It is necessary to decisively move 
away from an understanding of Marxism as being something essentially doctrinal.  
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On a more personal note I should point out that the struggle and the reward of the 
preparation of this thesis lay in the development of an understanding of Marxism not 
primarily as a canon of works and ideas, but in its essence as a way by which to best 
apprehend the human world. The published work of Marx might best be viewed as the 
record of his struggle to examine and understand the world, the history and the 
potential futures of humanity rather than as a set of edicts or credos; Marxism is in 
essence the method developed to achieve this end.   
 
Thƌoughout this thesis I haǀe used the teƌŵ ͚Maƌǆisŵ͛. At ǀaƌious poiŶts ƌeseƌǀatioŶs 
have been expressed about the use of the term especially its associations with 
dogŵatiĐ oƌ ͚eǆegesistiĐ͛ ƌeŶdeƌiŶgs of the works of Marx. It is characteristic of 
dogmatism, and certainly not only dogmatic Marxism, that it attempts to foist upon 
the world interpretations and understandings drawn from doctrines and pre-existing 
beliefs, rather than starting from the apprehension of things as they exist. In this way 
dogmatism is not a way of interpreting and apprehending the world but it is more an 
attempt to make reality take on the shape prescribed by some or other schema. It was 
for reasons similar to these that the histoƌiaŶ E.P. ThoŵpsoŶ ͚hesitated͛ to desĐƌiďe 
hiŵself as a ͚Maƌǆist͛ aŶd ͚pƌefeƌƌed to saǇ that he ǁƌote ǁithiŶ a Maƌǆist tƌaditioŶ͛ 
(Thompson, D. 2001, p. x). For E.P. Thompson Marxism was not a framework into 
ǁhiĐh suĐh thiŶgs as ͚The ŵakiŶg of the EŶglish ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass͛, oƌ the deǀelopŵeŶt of 
the understanding of time were to be made to fit. It was more the case of working 
from a study of the various forms of historical records to try and present the lived 
experience of those people to whom the records referred. For this reason Thompson 
looked to all the available sources including such things as songs, rhymes or records of 
divorce proceedings when writing his histories (Thompson, 1991). Thompson 
soŵetiŵes plaǇfullǇ ƌefeƌƌed to hiŵself as aŶ ͚eŵpiƌiĐal Maƌǆist͛ ďut ďehiŶd ǁhat so 
many took to be an oxymoronic jest there was a very serious point being made. Like C. 
Wƌight Mills ďefoƌe hiŵ ThoŵpsoŶ ǁas opposed to ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ aŶd ͚AďstƌaĐted 
EŵpiƌiĐisŵ͛ ;Wƌight Mills, 1959/2000, pp. 25-75, Thompson 2001 p.455). Thompson  
ǁas paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ sĐathiŶg of the ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ of the self pƌoĐlaiŵed, aŶd at oŶe tiŵe 
fashionable,  Marxists, Louis Althusser and Nicos Poulantzas. In one particular 
stateŵeŶt of the ƌeasoŶs foƌ his oppositioŶ to ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ ThoŵpsoŶ produces an 
argument which runs parallel to that being put forward here to explain the link 
between Marxism and life story work. 
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History is not a factory for the manufacture of Grand Theory, like some Concorde of the 
global air; nor is it an assembly-line for the production of midget theories in sequence. 
Nor yet is it some gigantic experimental station in which theory of foreign manufacture 
ĐaŶ ďe ͚applied͛, ͚tested͛ aŶd ͚ĐoŶfiƌŵed͛. That is Ŷot its ďusiŶess at all. Its ďusiŶess is to 
ƌeĐoǀeƌ, to ͚eǆplaiŶ,͛ aŶd to ͚uŶdeƌstaŶd͛ its oďjeĐt: ƌeal histoƌǇ. ;ThoŵpsoŶ, 2001, 
p.454) 
 
Foƌ E.P ThoŵpsoŶ the destƌuĐtioŶ of ͚uŶhistoƌiĐal theoƌǇ ŵoŶgeƌiŶg͛ ǁas aŶ 
iŶdispeŶsaďle pƌeĐoŶditioŶ to ͚ƌeĐoǀeƌiŶg͛, ͚eǆplaiŶiŶg͛ aŶd ͚uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg͛, ͚ƌeal 
histoƌǇ͛. A siŵilaƌ aŶd related set of tasks must be carried out by anyone wishing to 
take a Marxist approach to life story work.   
 
The ďusiŶess of life stoƌǇ ǁoƌk appƌoaĐhed iŶ a Maƌǆist ŵaŶŶeƌ is to ͚ƌeĐoǀeƌ͛, to 
͚eǆplaiŶ͛ aŶd to ͚uŶdeƌstaŶd͛ its oďjeĐts; the stoƌies of people͛s liǀes. Maƌǆisŵ is to ďe 
employed to explain and understand the life stories and to locate them in history. It is 
Ŷot a ƋuestioŶ of ŵakiŶg the liǀes fit iŶto a sĐheŵa, oƌ ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛: to Ƌuote 
ThoŵpsoŶ agaiŶ ͚if Maƌǆ had oŶe supƌeŵe ŵethodologiĐal pƌiority it was precisely, to 
destƌoǇ uŶhistoƌiĐal theoƌǇ ŵoŶgeƌiŶg͛ ;p.ϰϰϰͿ.  
 
The relationship between Marxism and life story work is mutually strengthening. Life 
story work benefits from the being developed within a theoretical perspective which 
not only eŵďƌaĐes TeƌeŶĐe͛s idea that eǀeƌǇthiŶg huŵaŶ is paƌt of its puƌǀieǁ, ďut ĐaŶ 
go on to investigate all that is human.  Simultaneously Marxism can only be enriched 
by contact with life story work all that is human can contribute to Marxism.  
 
In parts of this pƌojeĐt theƌe has ďeeŶ a disĐussioŶ of Maƌǆ͛s theoƌǇ of alieŶatioŶ. If the 
idea of alienation is kept in mind when approaching life stories, many things in those 
stories might be better comprehended. Paul Beer sought to understand how it could 
be that maŶageƌs Đould judge theŵselǀes to ďe ͚outstaŶdiŶg͛ ǁheŶ all theǇ ŵaŶaged 
was deemed to be mediocre or worse. In considering his question, it might not be 
possible to produce a rationally coherent answer, but the conundrum can perhaps be 
better appreciated if it is considered in the light of an idea of management which sees 
itself as wholly separate to that which is managed.  More generally for all of the 
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teachers in this study the all-pervading feeling that they worked in institutions for 
which their labour was the ƌaisoŶ d͛etƌe, yet all felt as though they worked for 
something alien to them. At one interview for this project I was shown a memo which 
gaǀe the dates foƌ Chƌistŵas Đlosuƌe, the ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ opeŶed ǁith the ǁoƌds ͚The 
college wishes to inform all studeŶts aŶd staff that …͛ as the teaĐheƌ poiŶted out ͚ǁhat 
is this Đollege if Ŷot the studeŶts aŶd staff?͛ This is a ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe aŶd Ǉet ƋuotidiaŶ 
aŶd suĐĐiŶĐt stateŵeŶt of aŶ alieŶated ƌelatioŶ ďetǁeeŶ the staff, studeŶts aŶd ͚The 
Đollege͛.   AlieŶatioŶ is Ŷot a ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ ǁhiĐh is loĐated aďoǀe huŵaŶ eǆisteŶĐe 
͚like soŵe CoŶĐoƌde of the gloďal aiƌ͛ ;ThoŵpsoŶ, 2001, p.454) but is integral to the 
liǀes of all ǁho liǀe iŶ soĐieties iŶ ǁhiĐh alieŶated ƌelatioŶs aƌe the ͚Ŷoƌŵ͛, as is 
certainly the case of Adult Literacy teachers in Thanet. In ways such as this Marxism is 
enriched by being brought to bear on the understanding of life stories whilst 
simultaneously life stories can be understood and critiqued from a Marxist viewpoint. 
Alienation is first and foremost part of the experience of being human, it is not the 
ƌesult of ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛. “iŵultaŶeouslǇ ǁe also ďegiŶ to ŶotiĐe that theƌe is a gƌeat 
deal of shared ground between the Marxist theory of alienation and the concept of 
͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛.    
 
To oppose ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ is Ŷot to ƌejeĐt foƌ a seĐoŶd the ǀiaďilitǇ of Maƌǆisŵ as 
something with a far reaching potential for explanation and exposition. The reason for 
ƌejeĐtiŶg ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ is Ŷot foƌ the sĐale of its pƌeteŶsioŶs ďut foƌ its failuƌe to take 
real history, or life stories, or anything else of the real world as its starting and end 
poiŶt. The pƌoďleŵ ǁith ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ is that it staƌts aŶd eŶds ǁith theoƌǇ aŶd 
deigns to give any genuine respect to the realities of the world. At those points where 
͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ giǀes ĐoŶseŶt to talk of ƌealities it ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐallǇ does so oŶlǇ to 
show how reality in some particular instance provides an example of the working out 
of ͚theoƌǇ͛.  IŶ ĐoŶtƌast to ͚GƌaŶd TheoƌǇ͛ Maƌǆisŵ ŵust alǁaǇs stƌiǀe to work mainly 
in the direction which goes from realities towards theory, having made the journey in 
this direction the theory must then be capable of moving in the reverse direction by 
ascending once more to the concrete. 
 
As a Marxist, I am aware of Marx having been accused of almost every form of 
academic or scholarly malfeasance, but he is rarely, if ever, accused of false modesty. It 
is therefore noteworthy that when describing his philosophical approach, he tended to 
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give a great deal of credit to those who he saw as having developed the philosophical 
tradition from which his own work emerged. Marx clearly saw his philosophical 
approach as a development of, and a break with, the work of many other scholars and 
philosophers, in particular the work of Hegel aŶd his pƌeseŶtatioŶ of ͚dialeĐtiĐs͛. 
 
Although Marx himself never used the term his philosophy came to be known, but not 
iŶ his oǁŶ lifetiŵe, as ͚dialeĐtiĐal ŵateƌialisŵ͛. The teƌŵ Đoŵes ǁith soŵe stƌiĐt 
cautionary provisos. Marx was a materialist philosopher and thinker and his work is 
thoroughly dialectical. Yet the term has come to be associated not so much with the 
spirit and the letter of Marx himself but with the particular form, some would argue 
malformation, of Marxism as it existed as the official ideology of the Soviet Union. The 
philosopher Evald Ilyenkov, trying to work within a genuinely Marxist tradition whilst 
avoiding head on conflict with the Soviet authorities, rather craftily talked in terms of 
͚ŵateƌialist dialeĐtiĐs͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ ͚dialeĐtiĐal ŵateƌialisŵ͛ ;IlǇeŶkoǀ, 1979).  For 
IlǇeŶkoǀ ͚ŵateƌialist dialeĐtiĐs͛ ŵeaŶt a ƌappƌoĐheŵeŶt ǁith the oƌigiŶal spiƌit of 
Marxism as an open philosophy in the materialist tradition which held the material, 
ƌatheƌ thaŶ the ͚ideal͛, ǁoƌld as its pƌiŵary starting point. Within this materiality things 
existed in relationships with one another and indeed nothing could exist except for, or 
outside of these ƌelatioŶships, heŶĐe ͚dialeĐtiĐs͛. IŶ esseŶĐe it is this ŵateƌialist 
dialectic which Marxism brings to life story work. To trace how this might begin to be 
achieved has been the purpose of this thesis.  
 
 
The dialectics of the abstract and the concrete in life stories 
It is at this point advantageous to turn again to the dialectics of the abstract and the 
concrete and to consider their relationship to life story work. It has already been 
argued that the abstract and the concrete in Marxism exist in a dialectical relationship 
ǁith eaĐh otheƌ. Foƌ Maƌǆ the ĐoŶĐƌete is ͚the uŶitǇ of diǀeƌse aspeĐts͛ ;Maƌǆ, 
1859/1971, p. ϮϬϲͿ. Liǀes aƌe ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ ďeĐause iŶ theŵ ŵaŶǇ diffeƌeŶt aŶd diǀeƌse 
aspects of that life are unified. Lives are simultaneously wholly social things whilst also 
being individual experiences of, and interactions with, the social. Each particular life 
might be viewed as the bringing together in a unique form and combination not only 
social experiences, but also their evaluation and assimilation. Yet within these 
particular lives the very fact that they are lived socially gives rise to particular patterns 
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of regularity. In this study the focus has been on trying to establish the regularities to 
be found in the way class and identity, managerialism, and place have been 
individually experienced.  
 
Fƌoŵ the poiŶt of ǀieǁ of the siǆ ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ liǀes studied here the three areas of 
particular focus have been abstracted from the lives so that they might be better 
studied. The Đase of ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ ǁill ďe ĐoŶsideƌed as aŶ eǆaŵple. “oŵe of those 
aspects of the life stories deemed to most relevant to tracing how managerialism is 
manifested in the lives of the literacy teachers are drawn out. In this sense the 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ is ͚aďstƌaĐted͛ fƌoŵ the life stoƌǇ aŶd ĐoŶĐeŶtƌated 
upon. Obviously the life story itself is made up of many more experiences than 
ŵaŶageƌialisŵ. Neǀeƌtheless ŵaŶageƌialisŵ is oŶe of the ͚diǀeƌse aspeĐts͛ of the life 
stoƌies studied heƌe.   The ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ liǀes, iŶ ƌealitǇ eǆist as the dƌaǁiŶg togetheƌ iŶto 
a uŶitǇ of ŵaŶǇ ͚diǀeƌse aspeĐts͛. MoǀiŶg the otheƌ ǁaǇ fƌoŵ the ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ to the 
͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ is also of iŶteƌest. ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ is disĐussed ǁidelǇ iŶ aĐadeŵiĐ liteƌatuƌe 
which examines the world of post compulsory education yet it is not unusual to find it 
discussed as though it existed only as an abstraction, as though it has an existence 
sepaƌate aŶd ͚aďoǀe͛ the aĐtual pƌaĐtiĐes iŶ ǁhiĐh it eǆists.  To uŶdeƌstaŶd 
͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ it is ŶeĐessaƌǇ to studǇ its ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ ŵaŶifestatioŶs, suĐh as those 
identified in the lives of the literacy teachers studied here.  
 
On teacher training courses for trainees working in post compulsory education there is 
ofteŶ a ŵoŵeŶt of sigŶifiĐaŶĐe ǁheŶ the ŵeaŶiŶg of the teƌŵ ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ is fiƌst 
assimilated.  Until this point it is very likely that trainee teachers will have discussed 
some of their experiences of working in post compulsory education in which events, 
poliĐies, aŶd pƌaĐtiĐes ǁhiĐh aƌe ƌefleĐtiǀe of ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ ďut ǁithout the ǁoƌd 
itself being used because it is not known or understood.  When the concept of 
managerialism is introduced, often through reference to the work of Randle and Brady 
(1997), or Stephen Ball (2003), there is often a process of re-comprehension of the 
experience of working in post compulsory education. In such instances what is 
happening can be described in terms of moving between the abstract and concrete, 
ďetǁeeŶ the ͚aďstƌaĐt͛ ĐoŶĐept of ŵaŶageƌialisŵ aŶd its ͚ĐoŶĐƌete͛ ŵaŶifestatioŶs. 
Vieǁed fƌoŵ aŶotheƌ side the pƌoĐess of ĐoŵpƌeheŶdiŶg ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ also iŶǀolǀes 
the dialectical relationship between the general and the particular. It is not unusual to 
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find teachers who are all too aware of the manifestation of managerialism in their 
particular experience but nevertheless find it something of a surprise when they come 
to see that is a ͚geŶeƌal͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe thƌoughout post ĐoŵpulsoƌǇ eduĐatioŶ.  Goethe͛s 
epigram at the opening of this chapter is precisely about this dialectical relationship 
ďetǁeeŶ the geŶeƌal aŶd the speĐifiĐ.  Liz “taŶleǇ͛s ƌeŵaƌk that ͚if stƌuĐtuƌal aŶalǇses 
do not work at the leǀel of paƌtiĐulaƌ liǀes theŶ theǇ do Ŷot ǁoƌk at all͛ ;ϭϵϵϮ, p.5) is 
also a comment on a particular aspect of the specific and the general. What Stanley is 
saying is that a general statement about a social structure means nothing, if there are 
no instances of this structure evident in the lives of people.  The point is being made 
that theory must be capable of ascending to the concrete, this is very much the 
argument presented by Marx (1859/1971) in his exposition of his method of analysis.   
 
It is possible to present this present study simply as an examination from the 
staŶdpoiŶt of a life stoƌǇ ƌeseaƌĐheƌ of the theŵes of ͚Class aŶd IdeŶtitǇ͛, 
͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ aŶd ͚PlaĐe͛, iŶ the liǀes of the siǆ ͚TeaĐheƌs of LiteƌaĐǇ to Adults͛ 
working on the isle of Thanet.   Those opposed to life story work might well argue that 
the lives of six teachers is a dismally small sample, if viewed in traditional terms of a 
͚ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe saŵple͛, ďut this is to ŵiss the poiŶt eŶtiƌelǇ. “iǆ iŶdiǀidual Đases aƌe 
studied with the intention of trying to find what is general in these specific examples.  
Or viewed the other way, the lives are studied to show how the general exists in these 
specific examples. I think that many people involved in life story work would join with 
me in arguing that there is something very deeply humane in considering the dialectics 
of the specific and the general whilst treating life stories with respect.    
 
 
Determined indeterminacy 
In this thesis at various points it has been necessary to draw attention to what is seen 
as the destructive influence of some instances of postmodernist theory. It has been 
argued that some of the tenets of postmodernism, above all its anti- humanist stance, 
exert an unhealthy influence on life story work. Postmodernism in many of its forms, 
above all those which tend toward nihilism, are deeply opposed to Marxism.  Marxism 
offers something to life story work which is of real value. It offers a serious defence of 
knowledge and humanism where postmodernism instead offers a chaotic vision of a 
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ǁoƌld ǁithout ͚kŶoǁledge͛ ;foƌ eǆaŵple see LǇotaƌd, 1984, p. 60; or Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1994, pp. 118-120).  
 
Maƌǆisŵ offeƌs aŶ alteƌŶatiǀe outlook to ďoth ͚Đhaos͛, aŶd positiǀistiĐ deteƌŵiŶatioŶ. 
This is extremely important as involvement in life story work cannot but convince the 
researcher of the individuality of lives; but how is this individuality of each life to be 
reconciled with the idea of a social science which by its nature demands some form of 
͚ƌegulaƌitǇ͛?     
 
In a Marxist worldview indeterminacy can never be something absolute, it exists 
always in a dialectical relationship with its opposite; which is simply to say that 
indeterminacy exists in a unity with determinacy.  To many this relationship between 
determinacy and indeterminacy will sound nonsensical. In fact this type of thinking is 
by no means uncommon and is found in most areas of systematic enquiry. The 
relationship between language, dialect and idiolect is an interesting example of the 
relationship between determinacy and indeterminacy.  In the study of language, it has 
long been accepted that each individual human user of language uses that language in 
their own particular way. Each individual possesses an idiolect, unique to that person, 
which will be different from the idiolects of others who speak the same language, and 
even the same dialect. Each individual uses grammar, vocabulary, voice, and other 
elements of pronunciation in a combination slightly different to that of any other 
individual. Yet within any particular language and dialect this variation is governed by 
rules of language and its use. These rules are shared among language groups. This 
ĐoeǆisteŶĐe of deteƌŵiŶaĐǇ aŶd iŶdeteƌŵiŶaĐǇ alloǁs foƌ eaĐh iŶdiǀidual͛s idioleĐt, 
whilst also allowing for mutual comprehension within dialects and languages. The 
idiolect of each person is intelligible to others operating within a particular dialect and 
is usually mostly intelligible to others working with the same language.  The 
relationship of language, dialect, and idiolect is therefore an example of a dialectical 
interrelationship which combines determinacy and indeterminacy.  
 
The ƌelatioŶship of eaĐh iŶdiǀidual͛s idioleĐt to dialeĐt aŶd laŶguage is ŵiƌƌoƌed iŶ 
other social phenomena such as class and identity, managerialism, and indeed place. In 
each individual case social phenomena have their own individual form and expression 
but they are simultaneously social phenomena. Each individual life story is unique, but 
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all are governed, through history and culture, by the societies in which they are lived.  
It is the contention of this project that not only is Marxism the most developed and 
valid body of knowledge through which to apprehend this history and culture, but it 
also allows for an understanding of the dialectical nature of the various relationships 
between individual lives and the historic and cultural contexts in which they exist. The 
argument put forward here is that it is the dialectical nature of Marxism that makes it 
indispensable in the study of life stories.  
 
 
Indeterminacy of life stories 
As objects of study life stories are multifaceted and in many ways inexhaustible. In the 
stories presented here even an introductory attempt to view then in terms of class and 
identity shows that both of these things reveal problems of great depth, and that is 
before they are interpreted or conceptualised in connection with any of the other 
issues with which they must always be linked in the real world. In contemporary Britain 
class and identity will always exist in a relationship to such things as gender, ethnicity, 
culture, place and age, the list could certainly go on. Grace and Hannah in this study 
share certain features of class and identity but their experience of these things is 
widely different. Both of them believe that breaking away from controlling men and 
establishing a more independent identity marked turning points in their lives, but in 
any discussion I feel that they would struggle to agree to any great extent on their 
views on feminism. There is not only unity in diversity but also much diversity in unity. 
In all the life stories presented here it is hoped that the dialectical relationship 
between diversity and unity (and of course determinacy and indeterminacy) is evident.   
 
AŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚Đlass͛ as it eǆists ǁithiŶ Maƌǆisŵ is ďased upoŶ aŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg 
of the way it is present in real lives.  In this way a great novelist such as Thomas Hardy, 
who would not for a second have seen himself as a sociological writer, is able to show 
how the young Tess is living at a time when different class based conceptions of time 
are in conflict. E.P Thompson (1991) begins his essay on time, class and work discipline 
ǁith eǆaĐtlǇ this passage fƌoŵ ͚Tess of the Duƌďeǀilles͛. ThoŵpsoŶ ďelieǀed that aŶ 
understanding of class could not proceed from a definition but from the synthesis of 
real life experiences.  What is possible therefore for those working within a genuinely 
Marxist tradition is the possibility of proceeding from the study of real lives towards a 
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truly sociological understanding of class.  This latter project is opposed, perhaps 
diametrically, to a way of working which sees its goal as the development of succinct 
definitions which cannot avoid being abstract in the worst way.  The sociologist 
working with such narrowly determined definitions of class will, when these fail, as 
they must, in all likelihood argue that class does not exist in the contemporary world, 
or that class based understandings of society are inadequate etc. In fact what has 
failed is not at all Marxism, and definitely not class; what has failed are the narrow 
definitions employed by the sociologist. The whole process being similar to that 
outliŶed iŶ ‘oďeƌt Gƌaǀes͛ poeŵ ͚IŶ BƌokeŶ Iŵages͛ giǀeŶ as aŶ epigƌaŵ at the opening 
of this present study:in the quest for a mechanical clarity a new confusion of 
understanding is the inevitable result. 
 
It has often been said that Marxism fails at the level of the individual or the personal. 
The various criticisms of Marxism made by Stuart Hall (1989) were exactly of this type. 
Maƌǆisŵ is aĐĐused of pƌoĐeediŶg fƌoŵ the eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd theŶ siŵplǇ ͚ƌeadiŶg off͛ the 
charaĐteƌistiĐs of ͚Đlass͛ aŶd offeƌiŶg Ŷo eŶgageŵeŶt at all ǁith iŶdiǀiduals as suĐh. If 
ǁe take fƌoŵ this studǇ oŶlǇ the siŶgle eǆaŵple of the pƌeseŶtatioŶ of ͚ŵaŶageƌialisŵ͛ 
it should be possible to dispense with arguments such as those made by Hall.   
 
The eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of the iŶflueŶĐe of ŵaŶageƌialisŵ iŶ the teaĐheƌs͛ liǀes seeŵs to 
simultaneously provide answers and explanations whilst posing new questions, which 
is pƌeĐiselǇ ǁhat should ďe eǆpeĐted ǁith ͚deteƌŵiŶed iŶdeteƌŵiŶaĐǇ͛.  “taƌtiŶg fƌoŵ 
Paul Beeƌ͛s ƋuestioŶ aďout hoǁ ŵaŶageƌs ĐaŶ gƌade theŵselǀes as outstaŶdiŶg ǁhilst 
grading as inadequate that which they manage. In asking this question Paul Beer was 
at one and the same time asking a question about managerialism, but also a question 
about his lived experience.  At the end of the examination of managerialism it is 
possible to better appreciate, though not understand, the alienated logic of 
managerialism.  At a personal level I believe that the improved understanding of such 
things leads towards a higher form of bafflement. At some levels the phenomena of 
managerialism can be better understood but at a human level the problem of how it 
can come about that a college manager makes a lecturer working in a restaurant wear 
a wig when it appears to all who witness it as ridiculous and cruel becomes more 
deeply troubling. It might be wondered what logic is at work when in the name of the 
͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ͛ of leaƌŶiŶg, peƌsoŶal iŶteƌǀieǁs aƌe aďolished aŶd Đoŵputeƌ tests 
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eŶfoƌĐed. ͚MaŶageƌialisŵ͛ ƌatioŶalises, and makes normal, such assaults on the sense 
making capacities of those who are its objects as well as on the managers themselves. 
Managerialism is in this regard the essentially a form of alienation.  
 
 
Indeterminacy of Marxism 
There is no doubt many Marxists who would view the statement that Marxism is 
indeterminate as apostasy.  This is not at all the same as saying that Marxism provides 
no answers; it is actually very far from saying any such thing. It has already been 
argued that Marx himself avoided aphoristic definitions of complex social phenomena. 
Instead Marxism seeks to view things in their development and in their 
interconnectedness. So indeterminacy here means that no explanation is ever fully 
complete. We might take the example of economic crisis to illustrate this point. It is a 
fundamental tenet of a Marxist analysis of capitalism that the system must engender 
crises. Furthermore, Marxism outlines the processes intrinsic to capitalism which make 
such crises inevitable and shows the lineaments of their development. What Marxism 
cannot tell us is exactly when, how and where such crises will develop and what the 
speĐifiĐ ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes ǁill ďe. A look thƌough Maƌǆ͛s ǁoƌk ǁill shoǁ that he ͚pƌediĐted͛ 
very little, if anything. In this sense prediction was something that would be in 
ĐoŶtƌadiĐtioŶ to ǁhat Maƌǆ ǁas aďout. Foƌ Maƌǆ ǁhat ŵight ďe ͚iŶeǀitaďle͛ ǁas also 
͚ĐoŶtiŶgeŶt͛.   
 
In a fashion similar to the way that Marxist political economy explains crises within 
capitalism we might consider how it explains things which happen in life stories. The 
concept of alienation is a useful example here. Central to the analysis of alienation in 
Marxism is the idea that in their social interactions people come to see relationships as 
things and then see these things not as something they have created but in a reified 
form as forces which govern them.  A prosaic, but nonetheless pertinent example 
might be the SMART targets of lesson plans. OFSTED and others insist that every lesson 
has a SMART plan or it must be inadequate, yet everyone agrees that learning is never 
specific, measurable, discretely achievable, realistic in the sense of being predictable, 
Ŷoƌ tiŵe ďouŶd.  Mƌ. DoƌaŶ͛s ;ϭϵϴϭͿ “MA‘T taƌgets aƌe aŶ uŶĐhalleŶgeaďle ͚fetish͛ ;iŶ 
a Marxist sense) of ͚QualitǇ͛ ŵaŶageƌs thƌoughout FE.  
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In their professional lives the teachers in this project are involved in attempting to 
answer many questions which arise from their professional practice. Often there are 
no satisfactory answers forthcoming; it might be argued that in an alienated work 
environment there can only be limited understanding. When no answers are found 
these teachers are faced with the problems of living and working in a context which 
baffles them, but they have no choice, they are impelled to find a way forward. From 
the evidence in the life stories presented here it can be suggested, without 
extravagance, that although compromises must be made the teachers navigate their 
liǀes ǁith the idea of ͚tƌǇiŶg to do theiƌ ďest foƌ the studeŶts͛ as a Đonstant bearing.  
Theirs is a deeply humane endeavour.  
 
Marxism as a body of theory might be seen as a way of drawing the social and cultural 
silhouettes of people such as the literacy teachers in this project. Their features and 
colours, their turns of phrase and their moral outlooks indeed everything which 
converts a silhouette into a portrait, they must provide themselves. Yet each aspect of 
these lives can be examined from a Marxist viewpoint. As Marx (after Terence) used to 
saǇ ͚NothiŶg huŵaŶ is alieŶ to ŵe͛. Life stoƌies aŶd Maƌǆisŵ ǁoƌk ǁell togetheƌ; life 
stories work as portraits, Marxism as a way of seeing.  
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